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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
This dissertation examines the research processes of a group of 23
students enrolled in a university-based ESL (English as a Second
Language) course as they conducted observations and analyzed spoken
discourse being used in the university community. After completion of the
course, ten students continued their participation in the study through a
series of follow-up interviews. As teacher-researcher, through the use of
qualitative research methods, I explore the tasks, artifacts and teaching
strategies used in the classroom, the collaborative interactions that
occurred among the group, and the self-reflections generated by both the
students and myself.
This chapter presents the background, purpose and significance of
this study. It also introduces my beliefs and values, as well as
epistemological perspectives, which reflect a social constructivist and
critical theoretical orientation.
Background and purpose of the study
After teaching ESL for over twelve years at an intensive English
program at Oregon State University (OSU), a large public university in the
U.S., I have become acquainted with many of the international students on2
my campus. During my walks to class and my visits to the coffee shop or
the library, I often run into former students who, after completing ESL
coursework, tell me about the struggles of their new academic lives. Even
though many of them feel their English language skills are adequate, they
still have difficulty establishing meaningful academic relationships with
classmates and professors. As a listening/speaking teacher at the
advanced levels, I have felt frustrated by these comments. In my ESL
classes, I try to expose my students to authentic experiences within the
university community: I invite guest speakers to my classes and I assign
tasks requiring my students to communicate with university faculty, staff
and students. I also plan numerous discussions, debates and presentations
in class for oral skill development, which resemble the activities my
students are likely to encounter in their mainstream university classes. Still,
I know that the sheltered community of the intensive English program is
somewhat artificial for my students, since teachers and classmates are
unusually tolerant of communication difficulties and sensitized to
sociocultural factors that affect interactions.
When communicating with their teachers and fellow students within
the university community, ESL students must behave according to rules of
conduct that are hardly ever made explicit to them. They must be familiar
with the communicative practices of the academic community: the taken-3
for-granted "way of doing things that is sanctioned by the social collective"
(Lindlof, 1995, P. 16). As Johnson (1995) points out, students must use
"social, cognitive, cultural, linguistic, and paralinguistic knowledge of the
new language" in order to communicate effectively. "Paradoxically, to
acquire this knowledge they must participate in interactions in the language,
but without this knowledge, their chances for such interactions remain
limited" (p. 52). The academic success of ESL students depends on how
well they can overcome this difficult dilemma.
One way to help my ESL students deal with this dilemma, I thought,
would be to encourage them to systematically observe and reflect on
naturally-occurring interactions within the academic context. Inspired by
Auerbach (1994) and Norton (2000, Norton Peirce 1995), who propose
"collaborative research that is carried out by language learners in their local
communities with the active support of the language teacher" (Norton
Peirce, 1995, p. 26), I designed a Language Research Project for my
advanced listening and speaking course. The project guides students
through a research process in which they identify research questions, learn
techniques for data collection and analysis, gather data and interpret results
together, and discuss implications and actions resulting from their findings.
As Auerbach (1994) puts it, "the research originates with the communities
of the learners and loops back to their communities" (p. 695).ru
I conducted the present study in my class after piloting the Language
Research Project for two quarters and with two different groups of students.
While teaching the class, I engaged in ethnographic and action research
and analyzed my students' research processes and perceptions. After
completion of the course, I carried out follow-up interviews with selected
students who were transitioning into full-time academic study at the
university.
Leki (2001) has recently called for a broadening of the second
language research agenda. She remarks that "researchers have a
responsibility to look for answers to [second language] research questions
beyond the contexts in which [second language] teachers and researchers
are directly involved...." She adds, "responsibility for [our students'] college
experiences does not end for us at our classroom doors." (p. 63). This study
addresses Leki's concerns directly, since it investigates a teaching
approach that encourages students to reflect on their communicative
experiences within the broader context of the university community.
Significance of the study
Hymes' (1972b) theory of communicative competence has
transformed the field of second language teaching in the last thirty years.
By pointing out that competence in a language includes not only knowledge
of grammatical rules, but also knowledge of rules of "when to speak, when5
not,...what to talk about with whom, when, where, in what manner" (p.
277), Hymes provided second language educators with the important
concept that language cannot be taught in isolation from the social contexts
in which it is performed. Subsumed in Hymes' (1972b) definition of
communicative competence is the notion of pragmatic ability. Pragmatics,
as defined by Crystal (1985), is
the study of language from the point of view of the users,
especially the choices they make, the constraints they
encounter in using language in social interaction and the
effects their language use has on other participants in the act
of communication. (cited in Kasper, 1997a, p. 1)
In recent years, the development of second language learners'
pragmatic ability has been the focus of an increasing body of research (see
Kasper, 2000 for a review of major studies). The integration of pragmatic
competence into the language curriculum has also become an important
goal for classroom teachers (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, Hartford, Mahan-Taylor,
Morgan, & Reynolds, 1991; Clennell, 1999).
Kasper (1 997a) points out, however, that pragmatic (or linguistic)
competence cannot be taught. As she explains, "competence is a type of
knowledge that learners possess, develop, acquire, use or lose;" therefore,
pragmatic competence "is not teachable" (p. 1). What classroom teachers
must do is "arrange learning opportunities" (p. 1) to foster learners'
development of pragmatic competence. According to van Lier (1991;1996b), these learning opportunities can be arranged through
consciousness-raising activities, or classroom tasks that raise learners'
awareness of language use in social interaction.
van Lier (1996b) remarks that language learning involves a complex
chain of dynamic, cyclical and cumulative processes: Through social
interaction, learners gain exposure to the language, engage with it, and
"notice" (p. 53) language items. As learners engage with the language, they
may process it in a variety of ways (e.g., cognitively, emotionally, and
physically), and if they have opportunities for practice, they may achieve
mastery and proficiency. Thus, van Lier (1996b) proposes a classroom
curriculum that is driven by social interaction and that includes
consciousness-raising activities which move learners along this "road" from
exposure to proficiency (p. 41). Such activities, in his view, offer optimal
conditions for language learning (Johnson, 1995; van Lier, 1991, 1996b).
This dissertation describes an action research study of an approach
designed to develop ESL learners' pragmatic competence which involves
precisely the type of consciousness-raising processes advocated by van
Lier (1991; 1 996b). The tasks and activities comprising the Language
Research Project encouraged students to perform ethnographic and
discourse analytic activities and to become language researchers. The7
project was designed to move students from noticing the language, to
engaging with it, and then to using it in effectively.
TheLanguage Research Projectalso incorporates the principles and
instructional practices suggested by Hall (1993; 1999) and Riggenbach
(1999). Through participation in the project, the students worked to
"discover the patterns in the language they [were] learning and the
sociocultural influences that affect message production and interpretation"
(Riggenbach, 1999, p. 13), focusing particularly on oral discourse. As the
students theorized about communicative practices in the university
community, they became aware of the social forces surrounding their own
participation (Hall, 1993) and sought to improve their performance in
academic interactions.
In the last decade much emphasis has been given in the field of
second language teaching to consciousness-raising approaches focusing
on written discourse, and a number of studies have explored the use of
such approaches in writing classes (e.g., Flowerdew, 2001; Johns, 1990;
Rilling, 2002; Swales, 1990). However, less attention has been placed on
consciousness-raising tasks for spoken discourse.
Several educators have recently described class activities designed
to build students' awareness of features of oral interactions (Bardovi-Harlig
et al., 1991; Basturkmen, 2002; Burton, 2000; Celce-Murcia & Olshtain,[;]
2000; ClennelI, 1999; Riggenbach, 1999; Tanaka, 1997). Classroom
projects which encourage second language students to act as
ethnographers have been also recommended by Norton (2000; Norton
Peirce 1995) and HaIl (1993; 1999). Still, no formal research study has
been conducted to examine the effectiveness of such approaches. One
notable exception comes from the related field of foreign language
instruction: the work by Roberts, Bryam, Barro, Jordan and Street (2001),
which reports on ethnographic projects conducted by university students
from England during a one-year period of residence abroad in France,
Germany and Spain. However, the ethnographies reported in this study
dealt mostly with cultural themes (e.g., gift giving in Spain), rather than
linguistic issues.
In addition to addressing a pedagogical method which has been
largely overlooked in the second language research literature, this study
incorporates a unique blend of research methodologies. It combines the
research techniques of ethnography and action research, within a
sociocultural theoretical perspective. Furthermore, it includes the
collaborative involvement of students as co-researchers. Action research
studies featuring students as co-researchers are now starting to appear in
the general educational literature (e.g., Hume, 2001). Although this type ofcollaboration has been advocated (e.g., Koenig & Zuengler, 1994) it has not
yet been realized in second language learning research.
In sum, this research study examines an approach to building
students' awareness of features of oral discourse by encouraging them to
observe and analyze naturally-occurring interactions in and out of the
classroom. This study integrates the methodologies of ethnography and
action research, within a sociocultural theoretical perspective. In addition, it
involves the participation of students as co-researchers, a role they have
rarely held in educational research.
Researcher's disclosure
When conducting qualitative research, one of the first steps the
researcher must take is to determine "the theories and the views that are
likely to affect the study." In other words, the researcher must "examine
both [her] own frames of interpretation and the social theories that may
inform the investigation" (Davies, 1995, p. 436). Krefting (1999)
recommends the use of a strategy called reflexive analysis, or reflexivity, to
gain understanding of personal perspectives and to guard against bias
when engaging in research. Krefting defines reflexivity as the "assessment
of the influence of the investigator's own background, perceptions, and
interests on the qualitative research process...[including] the effect of the
researcher's personal history on qualitative research" (p. 177)10
I attempt here to engage in this type of reflexivity. As I examine my
core beliefs and values, I consider four themessubjectivity, discourse,
critical reflection, and collaboration which I use to explore my experiences
as a language learner and teacher, and to frame the focus of my research.
Subjectivity
Contrary to the modern conception that every individual has a fixed
and essential identity, the emphasis of postmodern thought has been on the
multiple and dynamic nature of identity(ies), shaped by the contexts and
situations in which the individual operates (Diaz-Rico, 1999; McGroarty,
1998). This notion of social and multiple identities is critical for language
learning, since language is "the place where our sense of ourselves, our
subjectivity, is constructed" (Weedon, cited in Norton Peirce, 1995,p. 15).
Norton Peirce (1995) argues that our theory of language learning must
regard learners as "having a complex social identity...[because] it is
through language that a person negotiates a sense of self within and across
different sites at different points in time, and it is through language that a
person gains access toor is denied access topowerful social networks
that give learners the opportunity to speak" (p. 13).
From very early on, I became aware of the importance of language in
my shifting identities as I began learning English as a foreign language in
my native Brazil. In my English classes, I was always challenged to11
examine my beliefs and express opinions on issues of controversial nature.
I remember having very passionate discussions in class on topics related to
the destruction of the Amazon forest, the sad situation of the Brazilian poor,
and the building of a nuclear power plant near my hometown of Rio. It was
always easier for me to talk about these delicate topics in English than in
Portuguese. It was almost as if I had adopted a new, freer persona when I
spoke the English language.
When I came to the United States, the English language and the
American culture around me continued to change and shape my
identity(ies). On the personal level, I now have the space and the distance I
need to re-examine my childhood values. At the same time, however, I feel
the need to preserve my home culture alive inside me and to transmit my
cultural values to my children. Because I am now living abroad, I have
become aware of many aspects of Brazilian culture that I want to maintain,
which I had previously taken for granted.
My ESL students go through similar identity-shifting processes as
they become proficient in the English language and learn the culture of
American academic life. McGroarty (1998) remarks that identities are
shaped by the discourse communities in which individuals participate. Most
of my students are newcomers to the U.S. university community and are
expanding their social identities so they can participate fully in the academic12
discourse. Since our social identities "precede and mediate our participation
in [every] interaction," (Elliott, 1991, p. 49) my students are developing "an
understanding of the identities they bring to and are evaluated by" (Hall,
1995, p. 224) when participating in interactive practices within the academic
community. Through their participation in the Language Research Project,
my students adopted the identity of researchers. Norton (2000) remarks
that when students are "given the identity of student
researcher/ethnographer rather than adult immigrant [or I would add,
international student], they may be able to critically engage in their histories
and their memories from a position of strength rather than a position of
weakness" (p. 152).
Discourse
The notion of social identity is closely related to the concept of
discourse. As Hicks (1996) states, "one can simultaneously be female,
working class, straight, and Latina [and I would add, university student].
Each of these cultural identities carries with it an associated discourse or
set of discourses that in part constitutes that identity" (p. 15).
Discourse is "the particular language social groups use to interpret
events and make sense of self and the other" (Britzman, 1994, cited in
Philips, 1998). When I first started living here in the United States, the
notion of discourse became very clear to me. I obviously knew how to13
speak the English language; yet, I did not master many of the discourses of
American daily life.I was confident enough to ask questions of professors in
class, but I did not have the skills to challenge a landlord who wouldn't
return a rental deposit, or to confront a taxi driver who had overcharged me.
When operating within the university discourse, I was powerful. But in other
daily situations, I was weak and powerless.
As discussed in this dissertation, the experiences of the students
who participated in this study were somewhat different from my own. Most
of them felt comfortable communicating in intimate social settings, but were
quite apprehensive about interactions with American classmates and
professors in academic settings such as the classroom.
Cummins (1996) defines discourse as "the way in which language is
used to create what is generally accepted as 'common sense,' thereby
orchestrating consent for initiatives that are in the interests of particular
groups." He remarks that "discourses are intimately linked to power
relations in a society," since they "constitute what can be thought and what
counts as truth and knowledge" (p. 24). Gee (1990) points out that
individuals are socialized into particular "Discourses" (p. xv), which
represent ways of believing, behaving and valuing that include not only
childhood experiences but also those of their chosen fields of interest.14
ESL students at universities in the United States must not only
acquire the forms and functions of the English language but also learn the
intricate rules of the academic discourse of the university. Zamel (1991;
1993) reminds us that the academic discourse community represents a
separate cultural community "with its own set of expectations, assumptions
and conventions" (Zamel, 1991, p. 10). Clark (1992) clarifies,
The notion of an academic discourse community implies that
there is a set of shared values and beliefs, of discoursal
conventions. These conventions establish what is legitimate
knowledge, what are the appropriate ways of learning and
writing about that knowledge and what are the legitimate roles
and behaviors of the members of that community. Not all
forms of knowledge or ways of telling that knowledge are
accepted. (p. 118)
To succeed in this community, ESL students must develop an ability
to understand how social forces within it may affect the way interactions are
organized and interpreted, and how their own level of language proficiency
may influence judgments made about them by other members of the
community (Riggenbach, 1999). The goal of this study was to examine
students' processes and perceptions as they tried to uncover the tacit rules
that guide oral interactions within the academic discourse community.
Critical reflection
Hicks (1996b) remarks that "particular forms of discourse mediate
the construction of knowledge." In other words, different discourses can15
influence "learning, thinking and self-formation" (p. 8). Critical reflection
helps me gain a deeper understanding of the different discourses that
mediate knowledge construction in my own classroom.
In this study I attempted to adopt a critical stance toward my daily
teaching practice. By examining my role as a classroom teacher in light of
my own experiences as language learner and my personal interpretations
of educational theory, I hoped to develop an awareness of the forces
affecting my daily instructional decisions.
In this study, critical reflection also helped my students to examine
their experiences, assumptions and beliefs and to develop an awareness of
how different discourses (e.g., their culture and their native language, as
well as the discourses of American society to which they were exposed)
worked to shape their knowledge construction process. By engaging in
critical reflection, my students could "identify and resolve contradictions...
bring alternative perspectives into the open... [and] understand their world
and perspectives more coherently than if only one perspective were
presented as valid" (Cummins, 1996,p. 4). Through critical reflection, my
students were able to analyze language being used in the academic
community and to develop what Fairclough (1992) calls "critical language
awareness" (p. 7), which he defines as an awareness of the power relations16
and the ideological processes that are embedded in language conventions
and language practices.
I fostered critical reflection in this classroom through the use of
reflective audiotaped journals which encouraged students to examine
critically the issues we explored in class and to connect the new language
they were learning with their experiences outside the classroom. Because
of the open-ended nature of these journals, students could choose to reflect
on topics that seemed particularly relevant to their experiences. Another
tool I used to foster critical reflection among my students was a web-based
discussion board. I initiated the discussion by posting questions related to
the topic being addressed in class. My students posted their own responses
to the questions, then read and replied to each other's messages. This type
of collaborative reflection proved to be very fruitful in facilitating group
problem-solving and in helping students decode different academic
discourse practices. As Cummins (1996) points out, "collaborative critical
inquiry [enables] students to relate curriculum content to their individual and
collective experience and to analyze broader social issues relevant to their
lives" (p. 157).
Since in this study both my students and I conducted action
research, critical reflection was an essential aspect of our research
processes. We engaged in critical reflection as an individual activity (e.g.,17
students' audiotaped journals, researcher's journal), as well as a
collaborative enterprise (e.g., web-based discussions, interviews).
Collaboration
Collaborative learning approaches are based on the idea that
knowledge is socially-constructed through participation in activity that is
mediated by language. In collaborative learning environments, students
work in groups "to learn course content, connect it with knowledge they had
acquired in the past, and synthesize them in order to make new knowledge"
(Gerlach, 1994, p. 8). The role of the teacher is not to dispense knowledge,
but to create conditions for students to generate new understandings
through shared inquiry, while at the same time maintaining an atmosphere
of respect and mutual trust. According to Cummins (1996), teachers must
foster "collaborative relations of power" in the classroom by encouraging
interactions in which "empowerment of one partner augments rather than
diminishes the power of the other" (p. vi). As Auerbach (2000) remarks,
"accepting one's power as a teacher entails enabling students to exert their
power" (p. 147).
Collaborative learning activities can take various forms, but they
share some basic characteristics; for example, "they allow time for group
consensus to occur,... they ask [groups of] students to complete specific
tasks within a given amount of time,.., they allow the members of groups tonegotiate individual roles,.. .they encourage group consensus but teach
respect for individual diversity and minority views" (Gerlach, 1994, p. 12).
Through collaborative dialogue, learners build their own knowledge and
extend that of their peers. They provide for each other "the support needed
to outperform their competence" (Swain & Lapkin, 1998, p. 323).
I use collaborative learning approaches in my classes on a daily
basis. In the listening and speaking course examined in this study, my
students worked on group seminars, oral presentations and debates. In
addition, we engaged in group discussions as we interpreted information
from videos and guest lectures, and built theories about social uses of
language in the community. Through these collaborative activities, the
students helped each other examine complex issues and conflicting
perspectives, understand new concepts, and learn new vocabulary and
language forms. Collaborative learning enabled my students to refine and
expand their understandings of different issues while at the same time
acquire the sophisticated language necessary to articulate these
understandings.
This dissertation also involved a different type of collaboration
between my students and me, since we worked together as co-researchers.
As discussed in subsequent chapters, this cooperative research process19
helped to develop a participatory community in the classroom. Auerbach
(2000) defines the concept of participatory community in this way:
Through dialogue, participants both validate their own
knowledge and jointly construct an understanding of the social
conditions that shape individual experiences. The curriculum
emerges through a cyclical process of investigating the
context of learners' lives, codifying critical themes from their
lives into curriculum content, critically analyzing the themes,
acquiring skills, taking action, and evaluating the whole
process. In this view, content and process work together.
(p. 146)
Researcher's epistemological perspective
Based on my past experiences as a language learner and my
present work as an ESL teacher, I chose to conduct research that both
grew out of and had the purpose to inform my classroom practice.
In situating my research within my ESL classroom, I engaged with
my students in a collaborative inquiry process which helped us examine
communicative practices within the academic discourse community. My
students observed speakers in the university community as they engaged in
interactions. They reflected on speakers' behaviors and made hypotheses
about conversational patterns operating in different settings. They also
analyzed their own interactions in class with other class members and out
of the class with native speakers of English, and evaluated their own
communicative competence in light of what they had observed and learned
about interactions in the university community. At the same time, I observed20
and analyzed my students' research process to see how their perceptions
would evolve and impact their self-assessments concerning their progress
in oral language use.
This research process therefore adopted a social constructivist
epistemological perspective, as it emphasized the contextual and
interactional dimensions of language, and it assumed that "knowledge and
the authority that knowledge commands are generated and maintained.., by
the community" (Flannery, 1994, p. 20).
Social constructivism
Social constructivism derives mostly from the works of John Dewey
and Lev Vygotsky. Mikhail Bakhtin's (1981) work on the social nature of
language, as well as the work of other contemporary theorists (e.g., Lave &
Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1995), also reflect a social constructivist
perspective.
Dewey's approach to learning is sometimes referred to as
"constructivism as a socially-mediated process" (Oxford, 1997a,p. 42), or
as a situated cognition approach to the knowledge construction process
(Richardson, 1997). In Dewey's view, knowledge is created by an individual
"with society providing a reference point or theory for making sense of
experience" (Oxford, 1997a, p. 42). To Dewey, knowledge is socially
constructed because it occurs through the use of language in a social21
context. He proposed "a triangular relationship for the social construction of
ideas among the individual, the community and the world" (Oxford, 1997b,
p. 447). Dewey believed that education should be a social endeavor which
provides students with authentic experiences that encourage self-direction
and reflective inquiry. He also advocated for the idea of shared decision-
making between students and teacher in the classroom, a concept which
was central to the evolution of constructivism. Dewey's ideas have greatly
influenced the community of learners movement in education, which values
individual and collective growth, as well as the process for achieving that
growth, and which regards learning as "an interactive process entered into
by both students and teachers" (Walker & Lambert, 1995,p. 15).
Vygotsky's perspective takes a more sociocultural form (Richardson,
1997). For Vygotsky, "an individual's cognitive system is a result of
communication in social groups and cannot be separated from social life"
(Oxford, 1997b, p. 448). Like Dewey, Vygotsky focused on the individual
rooted in the group context; however, he stressed the significance of
cultural and historical experiences in the knowledge construction process.
Unlike Piaget, who emphasized the physical world, or biology as the
principal determiner in stages of learning and development, Vygotsky
regarded society, or the symbolic world and a person's individual history as
determiners of development (Richard-Amato, 1988).22
Vygotsky (1978) introduced the notion of the zone of proximal
development, which he defined as
the distance between the actual developmental level as
determined by independent problem-solving and the level of
potential development as determined through problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers. (p. 86)
The zone of proximal development, then, accounts for abilities that have not
actually developed, but that are "in the process of maturation" (Vygotsky,
1978, p. 86). For Vygotsky, the teacher should act as a facilitator in the
learning process, and provide scaffolding, or assistance, "to ensure that the
learner's constructs will continue to grow stronger and more complex"
(Oxford, 1997a, p. 43). As the learner becomes more independent and self-
directed, thus requiring less help, the teacher can slowly remove the
scaffolding. Thus, Vygotsky regarded learning as a "dynamic social process
through which the teacher in dialog with the student can focus on emerging
skills and abilities" (Richard-Amato, 1988, p. 33).
Another central theme in Vygotsky's theory of development (and in
more recent activity theory, e.g., Leontiev, 1981) is the mediating role of
tools or artifacts in activity. These tools and artifacts (e.g., concepts,
strategies and technologies) act as bridges that link concrete actions
carried out by individual or groups with larger cultural and historical settings.
Language is perhaps the most important of these tools (Vygotsky, 1962),23
and it is the "primary medium for learning, meaning construction, and
cultural transmission and transformation" (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000a, p. 2).
Thus, social constructivism stresses that "the ability to participate as
a competent member in the practices of a group is learned through
repeated engagement in...activities with more competent members" (Hall,
1993, p. 148). This focus on the study of action situated in specific
sociocultural contexts is also prevalent in the works of Bakhtin.
Like Vygotsky, Bakhtin (1981) emphasizes the social nature of
language. According to Bakhtin, individuals learn to speak by appropriating
other people's utterances. Gradually, as they "bend those utterances to
their own intentions, they enter the communicative chain and become able
to fashion their own voices" (Norton & Toohey, 2001, p. 311). For Bakhtin,
speakers construct their messages in response to previous messages and
in anticipation of future responses; thus, utterances are connected to each
other dialogically. Toohey (2000) notes that Bakhtin's dialogic perspective
has important implications for second language acquisition research:
"Rather than seeing second language learners as gradually internalizing
and applying the rules... of a standard language," we must conceive of
learners as "doing the complicated linguistic, social and psychological work
of constructing 'voices' within a specific community" (p. 14).24
The assumption that learning occurs through participation in the
practices of a specific community (Rogoff, 1995) is another important
aspect of social constructivism. Lave and Wenger (1991) introduced the
notion of "legitimate peripheral participation" (p. 29) to describe the
processes through which newcomers become part of a community of
practice. As newcomers develop skills and are apprenticed into the
community, they not only reproduce certain practices but inevitably change
and transform the community as well. This transformative potential of
individuals is the focus of a critical theoretical perspective.
Critical orientation
A critical orientation to education views teaching and learning
processes as potential tools for student empowerment and liberation,It
advocates a "transformative relationship between students and teacher,
students and learning, and students and society" (Shor, 1993,p. 27).
Proponents of critical theoretical perspectives share an egalitarian vision
which "reflects the human quest for an educational system that upholds and
promotes the highest aspirations, dreams, and values of individual
persons... throughout the global community" (Slattery, 1995, p. 192). One of
the basic goals of critical pedagogical approaches, then, is to "question
extant power relationships which are embedded in academic discourses
and search for ways to redistribute power" (Vadeboncoeur, 1997,p. 32). As25
Pennycook puts it, a critical practice "seeks to understand and critique the
historical and sociopolitical context of schooling and to develop pedagogical
practices that aim not only to change the nature of schooling, but also the
wider society" (crited in Crookes & Lehner, 1998,p. 319). It is clear,
therefore, that a critical perspective to education asks teachers to fight the
systems which perpetuate oppression and inequality in society by refusing
to allow the classroom "to become a replica of society which merely
reinforces the status quo" (Vandrick, 1995,p. 377). To this end, critical
educators suggest classroom practices which promote dialogue,
empowerment and critical reflection (Freire, 1970).
A critical orientation is relevant to second language education
because language learners do not share the linguistic or the cultural
practices of the dominant community (Auerbach, 2000). Issues of access
and power relations must be considered in second language research and
in the classroom. As Norton and Toohey (2001) remark, second language
educators "need to pay close attention to how communities and their
practices are structured in order to examine how this structuring facilitates
or constrains learners' access to the linguistic resources of their
communities" (p. 312). In addition, "unequal relations of power between
language learners and target language speakers" (p. 312) must be
considered when investigating language acquisition in social interaction.Hence, a number of second language researchers have argued for
"a socially engaged perspective, where theoretical development is rooted
in, and responsive to, social practice, and language education in particular"
(Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 20). By situating my research within my own
classroom, and by building a collaborative and participatory research
process with my students, I too attempted to adopt a socially-engaged,
classroom-based perspective.
Summary of Chapter 1
In this chapter I described the background, purpose and significance
of my study. I also discussed personal beliefs and values which guided and
influenced my research process. I reflected on my personal experiences as
a language learner and teacher by exploring four themes: subjectivity,
discourse, critical reflection and collaboration. Finally, I discussed my
epistemological perspectives by reviewing social constructivist and critical
theoretical approaches.
In the next chapter, I provide a review of the literature on classroom-
oriented research in the field of second language learning. In particular, I
examine studies representative of four major research traditions:
interactionist, ethnographic, sociocultu ral and action research.27
CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Classroom-oriented research studies focusing on second language
interaction have been numerous in the last two decades. These studies
have revealed important insights into the nature of language learning and
have greatly contributed to theory building. In order to provide background
on current research developments, I outline the recent history of second
language acquisition research. I then turn to a review of the literature on
classroom-oriented research, describing four main research traditions: the
interaction analysis approach, the ethnographic approach, the sociocultural
approach, and the action research approach.
Recent history
The development of theories related to second language learning
and second language pedagogy has had a relatively recent history and, like
most scientific inquiry, has followed historical trends. In the 1940s and
1950s, the structural school of linguistics attempted to describe and identify
language structures and patterns through systematic observation.
influenced by the dominant behaviorist paradigm of the time, educational
linguists such as Charles Fries and Robert Lado believed that language
learning was the formation of habits, and that repetition, practice and error
correction were essential elements of a successful pedagogical approach.The decade of the 1 960s saw major developments in the fields of
linguistics and psychology. Cognitive psychology shifted the focus of inquiry
from rote to meaningful learning. In the field of linguistics, Noam Chomsky
initiated a "revolution" by attacking the behaviorist notion that "language
could be dismantled into small pieces or units and that these units could be
described scientifically, contrasted, and added up again to form the whole"
(Brown, 2000, p. 9). Instead, Chomsky's generative-transformational
linguistics emphasized the rule-governed and creative nature of language.
Chomsky also claimed that humans have an innate faculty which guidesus
to learn languages; he called this innate core of language-specific
knowledge universal grammar.
Chomsky's universal grammar approach to language study is
concerned with linguistic competence, the abstract mental representation of
language which native speakers are said to posses. It is not concerned with
performance, the actual use of language in real social situations. In
opposition to Chomsky's formulation of linguistic competence, Dell Hymes
(1972b) coined the term communicative competence to include botha
speaker's tacit knowledge of linguistic rules and his/her ability for
appropriate use. In other words, Hymes' theory of communicative
competence takes into account language use in social interactions. This
theory has given rise to communicative language teaching approaches,29
which have become popular in second and foreign language classrooms all
over the world.
In the early 1970s studies on first language acquisition revealed that
children go through similar stages, make the same types of errors, and
follow a consistent order when learning new language structures. These
findings inspired second language researchers to conduct research studies
on the order of acquisition of grammatical morphemes, the results of which
suggested that second language learners "are guided by internal principles
which are largely independent of their first language" (Mitchell & Myles,
1998, p. 33). Such studies sparked a growing interest in the overall nature
of the language produced by learners, and formed the basis for further
interianguage studies. The term interlanguage (Selinker, 1972) became an
important concept for researchers, since it was based on the notion thata
learner's language is a dynamic and rule-governed system which evolves
over time, rather than an imperfect approximation of the target language or
the mother tongue.
Further advances in the field occurred in 1970s and 1980s. Stephen
Krashen (1982) developed a theoretical model which many considered "one
of the first explicit attempts to harvest second language acquisition research
for language teachers" (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991,p. 245). Krashen's
monitor model, comprised of five interrelated hypotheses, became the30
stimulus for numerous empirical studies and the object for much criticism.
Many today claim that Krashen's theory is vague and oversimplistic (Brown,
2000), as well as impossible to verify, since many of its constructs are
"unoperationalizable" (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991, p. 247).
Nevertheless, one of Krashen's five hypotheses, the input hypothesis,
provided the foundation for a series of studies on second language
interaction,which have been highly influential for the field. Other models of
second language acquisition were developed in the 1970s and 1980s as
well; most notably Schumann's pidginization/acculturation model, which
investigated the role of social and psychological variables (e.g., social
distance, motivation) in second language learning.
Current developments
Today the second language acquisition research agenda continues
to draw upon issues made relevant since the 1960s. Mitchell and Myles
(1998) list four main areas of inquiry currently pursued in the field:
1. The role of internal mechanisms available to learners for
processing and storing new language data
2. The role of first language, or the investigation of language
learning capacities which are transferred from the first to
the second language
3. The role of psychological variables such as motivation and
personality characteristics
4. The role of social environmental factors (i.e., social,
political and historical constraints)(Mitchell & Myles, 1998,
pp. 40-41)31
Researchers concerned with (1), the role of internal mental
processes and (2), the role of first language, are interested in
characteristics which are said to be universal of learners. Those concerned
with (3), the role of psychological variables, are interested in individual
differences between learners. These two research traditions ("universal
characteristics" and "individual differences") tend to view the learneras "an
autonomous actor" (Mitchell & Myles, 1998,p. 121) and to disregard the
social context in which learning takes place.
Researchers concerned with (4), the role of social environmental
factors, do not reject the existence of universal characteristics or individual
differences, but place more emphasis on how socially-constructed
elements, such as interaction with others and socialization within a
community, can affect the learning process. Researchers following this line
of inquiry are said to be more socially-engaged (Mitchell & Myles, 1998,p.
20) and to endorse a social constructivist theoretical orientation (Brown,
2000). Within this orientation, there exists a rich body of research that
focuses particularly on the process of teaching and learning within second
language classrooms, which is my area of interest.
Classroom-oriented research
Second language classroom-oriented studies have generally
followed one of four research traditions: (1) the interaction analysis32
approach, which focuses on the role of social interaction and negotiation for
meaning; (2) the ethnographic approach, which seeks to describe cultural
norms of communication within the classroom; (3) the sociocultural
approach, which emphasizes the dialogic nature of communication and the
joint construction of knowledge; and finally (4) the action research
approach, which follows a cyclical methodological process of observation,
reflection and action.
I now turn to an overview of each of these four research traditions, in
which I include brief summaries of major studies. Even though these
research perspectives have been described as separate traditions in the
second language research literature (Chaudron, 1988; Mitchell & Myles,
1998; Nunan, 1992), I would like to point out that they are not exclusive
categoriesthey often overlap with each other in a single study. For
example, many action researchers use ethnographic techniques, and
ethnographers often adopt a sociocultural theoretical framework as a basis
for interpretation of findings.
The interaction analysis approach
As noted earlier, Krashen's input hypothesis provided the foundation
to what we now call the interactionist perspective to second language
acquisition research. The input hypothesis claimed that second language
acquisition takes place when learners are exposed to "comprehensible33
input," or language that contains a structure that is "a bit beyond" the
learner's current level of competence (Krashen, 1982, P. 21). When
learners are exposed to comprehensible input, in Krashen's view, they are
able to understand the language and still are challenged to make progress.
For Krashen, comprehensible input is a necessary and sufficient condition
for language acquisition to occur.
Long (1980) extended Krashen's hypothesis by formulating what has
come to be called the interaction hypothesis. According to Long, the
negotiation for meaning which occurs during interactions between more and
less fluent speakers can facilitate language learning. As speakers modify
their speech in order to clarify messages, they are, in a sense, working to
make input comprehensible. In his seminal 1980 study, Long compared two
types of interactions: native speaker-native speaker, and native speaker-
non-native speaker. He found that certain conversational adjustments such
as clarification requests, confirmation checks, comprehension checks,
repetitions and extensions are significantly more abundant in native
speaker-non-native speaker interactions, and serve to prevent
communication breakdowns and to provide learners with comprehensible
input needed for successful language learning.34
Overview of studies
Considerable attention has been given to the role of conversational
interaction in second language acquisition since Long's 1980 study.
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, research studies have sought to
establish "connections between conversational modifications,
comprehension, and acquisition" (Gass, Mackey, & Pica, 1998,p. 300).
These conversational adjustments, which lead learners to restructure their
language toward greater accuracy and complexity in an effort to make their
messages more comprehensible, have come to be known as negotiation for
meaning in the interactionist literature (Gass et al., 1998; Pica, 1994) and
have been the object of extensive study. In particular, interactionist
research studies have focused mostly on three areas: (1) the role of
negotiation in facilitating comprehension; (2) the role of negotiation in aiding
production of modified output; and (3) the role of negotiation in providing
opportunities for learners to attend to language form and meaning (Pica,
Lincoln-Porter, Paninos, & Linnell, 1996).
A number of research studies found support for the idea that
negotiation leads to better comprehension. In two studies of second
language learners, Seliger (1983) investigated the role of social interaction
in the rate and quality of second language acquisition. He concluded that
"learners who maintained high levels of interaction ["High Input35
Generators"], both in the classroom and outside, progressed at a faster rate
than those who interacted little in the classroom ["Low Input Generators"]"
(p. 262). Further research examined the effects of task type and classroom
participation pattern on language interaction. These studies suggest that
information gap tasks, i.e., tasks which require information exchange
(Doughty & Pica, 1986), and problem-solving tasks (Duff, 1986), as well as
tasks which require students to seek verbal assistance from the teacher
(Pica, 1987) will lead to more conversational modification during interaction
which is associated with the production of comprehensible input. Porter's
(1986) study provided further evidence to the idea that interactional
modifications, in particular repairs and prompts, work to maximize
comprehension and "may be vital to second language acquisition" (p. 219).
Ellis et al. (1994) focused on the role of negotiation in the acquisition of new
vocabulary items, and concluded that "interactionally modified input... may
help learners notice the items that cause their comprehension problems,
construct clear auditory images of these items, and obtain information that
helps them to solve comprehension problems" (pp. 481-482).
Despite the positive results of these studies, many researchers came
to realize that "comprehensible input, in itself, was necessary but not
sufficient to promote the acquisition process" (Gass et al., 1998, p. 300).
Swain (1985) was the first to propose a link between language production,or output, and language acquisition. Through her study of French
immersion students in Canada, she concluded that learners attend to
grammatical features of their utterances when they are "being pushed
toward delivery of a message that is not only conveyed, but that is
conveyed precisely, coherently, and appropriately" (p. 248-249). She then
argued that "comprehensible output...is a necessary mechanism of
acquisition independent of the role of comprehensible input" (p. 252). In
more recent studies (Swain, 1995; 1998; 2000), she discusses different
functions which comprehension output may serve in the production of
grammatically accurate language (i.e., a consciousness-raising role, a
hypothesis-testing function, and a reflective role). Swain's (2000) study
examines the role of output through a sociocultural framework, which will be
discussed in a later section of this chapter. Shehadeh (1999) provides
further empirical support for Swain's claims that "comprehensible output
like comprehensible inputis a mechanism that plays a role in promoting
second language acquisition" (p. 663).
Another productive vein of interactionist inquiry has focused on the
negative feedback learners receive when they produce utterances that are
incomprehensible. This type of feedback, it is argued, may lead learners to
notice features of their output which diverge from the target language, and
to attempt to correct them (Long, 1996). Studies by Long, Iganaki and37
Ortega (1998) and by Mackey and Philip (1998) examined the effects of
recasts (i.e., the rephrasing of an utterance for corrective purposes) on
language development, and found that this type of negative feedback can
facilitate the acquisition of certain language structures.
Still another recent line of research has looked at the role of
interactions which cause learners to pay explicit attention to language form.
Thesefocus on formstudies, as they have come to be known, have
addressed issues more directly linked to pedagogical concerns, such as the
inclusion of grammar instruction in the classroom (Doughty & Williams,
1998).
Strengths and weaknesses of interactionist research
As previously mentioned, the interactionist perspective to second
language acquisition has led researchers to look at language learning in
more social terms, and to pay particular attention to language use and
development during social interactions. This body of research has taught us
a great deal about the nature of interactions. We have learned that learners
and their interlocutors will actively negotiate through language to achieve
mutual understandings when engaging in problem-solving tasks, and that
these negotiations provide learners with different opportunities to develop
their linguistic abilities. As demonstrated in Pica et al.'s study (1996),"interactions between second language learners can address some of their
input, feedback and output needs" (p. 59).
However, this research tradition still holds much in common with
other "individualistic and mechanistic" (Firth & Wagner, 1997, p. 285)
perspectives on discourse and communication. As Mitchell and Myles
(1998) point out, interactionists regard "the actual business of learning as
something to be accomplished by the individual, who uses relatively
autonomous internal mechanisms of some kind in order to exploit the
varying spectrum of input data on offer in the interactive environment" (p.
122). The very concept ofnegotiationassumes that meaning is transmitted
from one speaker to another, rather than co-constructed collaboratively
within interactions.
Furthermore, since all mechanisms necessary for language
acquisition are thought to reside within the individual learner, "all problems
or difficulties that arise are considered the result of either faulty wiring or...
attitudes and motivation" (Hall, 1997, p. 303). Indeed, this view of "the
learner as the deficient version of an idealized monolingual expert" (Hall,
1997, p. 303) is evident throughout the interactionist research literature. In
Pica et al. (1996), for example, the authors discuss one of their findings in
this way: "One possible explanation for this predicted outcome lay in the
limited linguistic resources learners have available to them to modify theiroutput in response to signals of negotiation" (p. 78). In this case, the
difficulties in the interaction were attributed to the learners' limited linguistic
resources, rather than to larger sociocultural aspects of the context of the
interaction, or the involvement of other participants in the learning process.
Related to this point is the dichotomy non-native speaker (learner)
vs. native speaker (expert) which is used in virtually all studies within the
interactionist tradition. As many critics have pointed out (e.g., Cook, 1999),
this type of labeling ignores the complex social identities of both the
learners and the native speakers, which may have significant
consequences for the development and outcome of any interaction.
Finally, much of the interactionist research has been conducted
outside the classroom, in artificial laboratory settings. In fact, a recent
review of fifty "classroom-oriented" research studies revealed that only
fifteen had been "actually carried out in genuine classrooms" (Nunan, 1992,
p. 103). Many interactionist studies have participants placed in a room by
themselves and asked to perform communication tasks developed
specifically for research purposes. One could argue that such tasks would
be used in a classroom setting as well, but certainly the dynamic and
sometimes chaotic nature of the classroom would have had an influence on
the interactions being examined. This type of research procedure assumes
that one can isolate language components for detailed study and disregardsociohistorical and political forces that affect any communicative activity.
This type of limitation is not present in ethnographic research, which
generally involves in situ (i.e., in the naturally-occurring setting) participant
observation.
The ethnographic approach
Ethnography is the study of people's behavior in natural social
settings, with a focus on detailed, intensive and systematic descriptions and
cultural interpretations. In characterizing the ethnographic method,
Philipsen (1989) points out that an ethnography is a descriptive, cultural,
focused, comparative and theoretical mode of research. First, an
ethnography is descriptive. Through long-term engagement in the field and
careful recording of observations and interpretations, the ethnographer
describes in great detail the social setting and the interactions within it,
making extensive use of quotations from field participants, or "thick
descriptions" (Geertz, 1973). Second, an ethnography is a study of cultural
phenomena. In this sense, ethnographic research is holistic because it
interprets individual behavior in the context of cultural patterns shared by a
group. Additionally, it reflects an emic, or participant-informed perspective
because it takes into consideration "the subjective views and belief systems
of the participants in the research process" (Nunan, 1992, p. 57).
Ethnographic work is also focused: Methods of data collection includeaudiotaping and videotaping, notes from field observations and interviews
with participants, followed by careful transcription. As data collection
evolves, the researcher establishes "a descriptive framework, a system of
categories for observation that has been developed through systematic
inquiry and analysis that is itself an object of empirically driven elaboration
and theoretical interest" (Philipsen, 1989,p. 266). Furthermore,
ethnographic work is comparative, since ethnographers are guided by
results from previous studies for comparison among settings before
searching for particularities of the situation under study. Finally,
ethnographies are theoretical endeavors, as they seek to build a "situated
theory" (Carbaugh & Hastings, 1992,p. 163) of practice, or a "grounded
theory" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 23) derived from data collected in the
field, which then becomes "part of a body of comparative knowledge from
which extralocal generalizations can be made" (Philipsen, 1989,p. 266).
Unlike the interactionist research tradition reviewed above, "the
ethnographic perspective on language learning is one of language
socialization rather than one of language acquisition" (Watson-Gegeo,
1988, p. 582), since it views language learning as "a process of becoming a
member of a sociocultural group" (Willet, 1995, p. 475). Researchers
adopting this perspective are interested in the role that language plays in42
shaping "the identities of individuals and the culture of entire communities"
(Mitchell & Myles, 1998, p. 164).
Many ethnographers interested in language socialization adopt a
specific research methodology called ethnography of communication. First
proposed by Hymes (1972a) as a method to study speaking as a social
activity in its own right (Lindlof, 1995), ethnography of communication seeks
to analyze uses, patterns and functions of language in an attempt to
construct "a descriptive theory of speaking as a cultural system in a
particular society" (Bauman & Sherzer, 1974, cited in Anton, 1996,p. 552).
The aim is to describe speech behaviors of a specific speech community,
i.e., a group whose members share a linguistic variety and rules for use and
interpretation of speech, through the systematic observation and description
of speech events, i.e., "activities, or aspects of activities, that are directly
governed by rules or norms for the use of speech" (Hymes, 1972a,p. 56).
Overview of studies
The classroom context has been a site for several ethnographic
studies focusing on second language learning/socialization.
Willet's (1995) study takes place in a mainstream first grade
classroom, where she observed a group of four children (one boy and three
girls) acquiring English for one academic year. Data for this studycame
from extensive field notes Willet took while she worked as an assistant in43
the classroom, from audio recordings of children's interactions during
specific activities, and from classroom artifacts she collected throughout the
year. She also conducted a sociometric test with each of the four children to
confirm her analysis of the social structures in the class. Her investigation
focuses on children's experiences during participation in a particular type of
classroom activity: phonics seatwork. Through extensive descriptions and
analysis of interactions, Willet demonstrates that "phonics seatwork did
more than develop the children's linguistic competence, it also enabled
them to construct social relations, identities, and ideologies" (p. 495), which
in turn affected their second language learning development. In particular,
she concludes that gender played a crucial role in positioning the boy in her
study as a "problematic learner" and the girls as "successful learners" (p.
499) within the classroom. She urges researchers to investigate the
meanings of certain classroom tasks in the local classroom culture and their
potential to enable learners to construct positive/negative identities.
Toohey's (1998; 2000) study adopts a very similar perspective. In a
longitudinal ethnographic project, she examines the language development
of six ESL learners during their first three years in elementary school.
Through regular classroom observations, video and audio recordings of
class interactions, teacher interviews and family interviews, Toohey
describes the social relations that are formed in the classroom and the44
discourse practices that regulate the children's access and appropriation of
classroom language. Toohey examines how certain classroom practices
"serve to differentiate participants from one another and contribute to
community stratification" (1998, p. 61). This type of stratification, she
concludes, further excludes second language learners from certain
activities, and causes them to be labeled as "deficient" (p. 61).
Putney, Green, Dixon, Duran and Yeager (2000) integrate
perspectives from ethnography, critical discourse analysis and sociocultural
theory to investigate the social construction of knowledge within a bilingual
fifth grade classroom. Through participant observation, videotaping, and an
examination of class artifacts, the researchers are able to examine "how
individuals within the collective developed particular knowledge and
understandings across time and events" (p. 121). Their skillful analysis of
intertextual links developed over time in the classroom demonstrates the
importance of understanding the "consequential nature" (p. 121) of
classroom activity.
Jacob, Rottenberg, Patrick and Wheeler (1996) examined student
interactions during cooperative learning activities in a sixth grade social
studies classroom. Through participant observation and videotaping of
lessons, the researchers investigated the acquisition of academic language
by second language learners during cooperative activities. Their findings45
suggest that cooperative learning offers second language learners a wide
range of opportunities to acquire academic language through actions such
as giving and receiving help with academic terms and concepts. However,
they also noted that there were many "missed opportunities" (p. 253). They
suggest that teachers include the acquisition of academic language in their
instructional goals and structure/monitor classroom tasks to support
opportunities for language acquisition by second language learners.
Freeman (1992) also examines aspects of collaborative learning in
the classroom. He describes how students and teacher work together to
"create shared understandings" (p. 56) in French classes in a high school in
the United States. He analyzes three typical phases of instruction in these
classes and demonstrates how learning is orchestrated through a process
of "constant interaction...and [the] sharing of authority and control" (p. 76).
He identifies four themes, interaction and social energy, risk-taking,
(sharing of) authority over content, and (sharing of) control over activity,
which contribute to self-regulation of talk, and the achievement of collective
understandings in the classroom.
Duff (1995) also investigates issues of teacher/student authority and
control in the classroom. Her ethnography examines educational changes
taking place in Hungarian high schools through a detailed analysis of
discursive patterns emerging in new dual language programs. In particular,she contrasts two speech events: the rigorous genre of Hungarian student
recitation, known as felelés, associated with traditional lessons taught in
Hungarian, andstudentlectures, common in more progressive classes
taught in English. Duff first describes the typical lessons taught at regular
Hungarian high schools, where student recitations are part of the daily
routine; she then provides a rich portrayal of lessons taught in English at an
innovative dual-language high school. Through detailed discourse analysis
of several classroom interactions, she demonstrates that in the new
English-medium lessons there is less formality and teacher control, as well
as more critical discussion among students. Duff concludes that new
student participation structures in the English-medium lessons, as
exemplified through her comparison between the traditional student
recitation and the more innovative practice of student lectures, have
brought about deep changes in dual-language Hungarian schools, where
students are starting to share with the teacher the "responsibility for
learning, speaking, reasoning, and even language/content teaching" (p.
530). These changes, she notes, are parallel to the political changes
occurring in the country as a whole.
In a more recent ethnographic study, Duff (in press) observes the
interactions of ESL students and local students in a mainstream social
studies class in a Canadian high school. In particular, she examines howknowledge, identity and difference are co-constructed in whole class
discussions. Through analyses of class dialogues and interviews with the
students and the teacher, Duff uncovers "contradictions and tensions" (p.1)
which dominate the classroom discourse.
Morita (2002) examines the academic discourse socialization of
second language students in graduate classes at a North American
university. Through class observations, students' weekly reports, and
interviews with the students and their instructors, Morita examines the
students' struggles to participate in open-ended class discussions and their
use of strategies to overcome difficulties and dilemmas. Her findings
suggest that students face considerable challenges in "negotiating their
competence, identities and power in order to participate and be recognized
as legitimate and competent members of a given classroom community" (p.
6). At the same time, many students are able to assert their agency and
"shape their own learning and participation by...accommodating or
resisting different aspects of classroom practices" (p. 9).
Ulichny (1996a) analyzes a specific classroom speech event in order
to acquire "an in-depth understanding of the processes of teaching and
learning" (p. 740). Through a micro-analysis of a segment of interaction
between a teacher and two students in a university ESL classroom, she
demonstrates how the teacher constantly interrupts a conversation in orderto focus on language form (e.g., to correct errors). Through an examination
of student participation levels in the activity, she concludes that this type of
task, which is common of many language classrooms, "may benefit most
students only modestly" (p. 759). She recommends that teachers
themselves conduct studies of interactions within their own classrooms so
they can "adjust their practice to more adequately guide the learning of their
students" (p. 762)
Atkinson and Ramanathan's (1995) research also takes place in a
university in the United States. Instead of focusing on a specific speech
event, however, they compare the "cultural norms" (p. 539) of two writing
programs within the university: writing classes offered to non-native
speakers in the university's ESL institute, and writing classes offered to all
students by the university composition program. In order to gain an
understanding of the "culture" of these programs, the researchers attended
teacher-orientation sessions, conducted interviews with teachers and
administrators, observed classes, and collected written documents from
each program. Their analysis revealed "that the theoretical backgrounds
and classroom practices of [each program] diverge in nontrivial ways" (p.
563). They find that second language learners transitioning from the ESL
institute to the university's composition program may be negatively affected
because writing approaches that are rewarded in one program are"stigmatized" (p. 563) in another. They also point out that instructional
practices in the university's composition program presuppose cultural
knowledge which is unavailable to many second language learners. They
conclude their study by suggesting that instructors from each program
adapt curriculum and pedagogy to make up for the gaps that exist between
the programs.
Borg's (1998) study takes a slightly different perspective. He
examines adult classes taught at an English language center in Malta, and
analyzes how a teacher makes decisions about teaching grammar in the
classroom. Through class observations, careful note-taking in the field, the
preparation of analytic memos, and interviews with the teacher, he identifies
several ways in which grammatical information is included in the classes
(e.g., error analysis, reference to students' first language, grammar
practice). He then illustrates how these instructional decisions are
influenced by the teacher's pedagogical system, his educational and
professional experiences, and by the classroom context itself. He concludes
that this type of research is important because it gives us a picture of "what
teachers actually do in teaching grammar" (p. 32). As Ellis (1998) points
out, "such studies can also illuminate in what ways teachers interpret and
personalize research findings in their teaching" (p. 58).50
Miccoli's (1997) study investigates the classroom experiences
related to second language learning of six undergraduate students at a
university in Brazil. Her ethnographic approach to data collection included
instruments such as observations and field notes, videotapes of classroom
activities, interviews with participants and a questionnaire. Her analysis of
the data produced a coding scheme including several cognitive, social and
affective categories, as well as categories related to the setting and to
personal background. She also included quantitative data in her analysis.
She provides several tables displaying numbers and average counts for
segments coded in each category. These tables with frequency counts are
helpful for verification of the dominance of certain categories and for
comparisons between participants. As Heath (2000) remarks, the "constant
interplay of rich descriptive materials from field notes and such simple
quantitative steps as frequency counts or ratios helps researchers guard
against rushing to select the 'perfect' example from their qualitative data to
illustrate a point" (p. 55). Miccoli's thick qualitative descriptions, coupled
with her quantitative analysis, have clearly served this purpose. In
discussing implications for research, Miccoli reminds us of the richness and
complexity of second language classroom data and stresses the need for
researchers to consider socio-psychological issues, rather than simply
cognitive factors, when analyzing classroom interactions. Miccoli also51
highlights the value of reflection in the second language learning process,
particularly 'the disclosure of personal background experiences and their
relationship to classroom behaviors" (p. 189). In terms of implications
related to practice, Miccoli remarks that "learners felt valued as research
participants" (p. 193), and that the process of seeing themselves on video
and reflecting on their experiences as learners helped them take
responsibility for their own learning process.
Leki's (2001) study focuses on the social/academic interactions of
second language learners at a large university in the United States.
Through interviews with the students and their professors, class
observations, and an analysis of course documents, Leki examines the
experiences of bilingual students in course-sponsored group projects. Her
findings suggest that local students often undermine the ability of bilingual
students to make significant contributions to group projects. As Leki
describes, "domestic group members variously resisted or ignored the
bilingual students' potential contributions, appearing to construct them as
less capable and therefore not valuable to the project" (pp. 47-48). Leki
notes that course instructors were often unaware of the differential power
dynamics occurring within the groups. She suggests that instructors take a
more active role in "legitimizing the participation of bilingual students" (p.
63) in the projects they assign.52
Three non-classroom ethnographies are included in this review
because of their implications for the classroom. Norton's (2000; Norton
Peirce, 1995) seminal study of five immigrant women in Canada focuses on
the women's changing social identities over time and their struggle to
negotiate their "right to speak" (1995, p. 14) in different settings. Crago's
(1992) analysis of communicative interactions within Inuit (Eskimo) families
presents a significant discrepancy between the home discourse and the
discourse of the classroom taught by non-Inuit second language teachers.
This study documents "problems in communication between Native
students and their non-native teachers" (p. 500) and suggests that, since
"patterns of communicative interaction are central to cultural identity" (p.
500), local classroom solutions need to be formulated within each
community. Finally, Lam's (2000) case study demonstrates how a Chinese
immigrant's Internet correspondence with a group of peers in several
countries "relates to his developing identity in the use of English" (p. 457).
These three studies highlight the connection between the notion of
socialcultural identity and second language learning.
Strenaths and weaknesses of ethnographic research
One of the strengths of the ethnographic tradition to second
language research is the rich description of aspects of the social setting that
may influence communication and language learning. In this respect, as53
noted earlier, the ethnographic perspective differs significantly from the
interactionist tradition. As Mitchell and Myles (1998) point out,
ethnographers "are concerned with linguistic and non-linguistic aspects of
communication, rather than with the linguistic aspect per Se, which is not
seen as autonomous or pre-eminent" (p. 189). Another strength of
contemporary ethnographic studies is a recognition of the role played by
social identities in the use of language. This emphasis on multiple, complex
and changing identities moves us beyond the native-speaker/non-native
speaker construct (Firth & Wagner, 1997) in second language acquisition
research which is so prevalent in the interactionist tradition, and focuses our
attention on "both social and linguistic cognition" (Heath, 2000,p. 50).
However, ethnographic studies have been criticized for other
reasons. Hall (1995) points out that some ethnographies seek to describe a
"culturally shared framework" which is assumed to be "stab'e and
uncontested" by all group participants (p. 227). One might argue that
Crago's study on (nuit patterns of communication, and Atkinson and
Ramanathan's study on cultural norms of university writing programs, fit this
description. In their attempt to describe rules that are shared by a whole
community, these studies assume that "cultural knowledge..[is] equally
available to and shared among the participants" (HaIl, 1995, p. 210),54
perhaps disregarding individual differences in their use of cultural
resources.
In a different vein, Luttrell (2000) addresses what she calls "the crisis
of representation in ethnography" (p. 499). She points out that
ethnographers often worry "that the voices and perspectives of those [they]
study will be lost to [their] own views and interests" (p. 499). For many
researchers, she points out, this is a difficult dilemma. She suggests that
researchers engage in self-reflection and accept their own limitations in
order to overcome this dilemma. Another way to relieve the tension
between self and other is to develop a systematic coding procedure
(Luttrell, 2000, p. 504) and to conduct an interrater reliability check. Still
another way to overcome this dilemma is to conduct member-checking.
Finally, Watson-Gegeo (1988) claims that "many studies bearing the
nameethnographicare impressionistic and superficial rather than careful
and detailed" (p. 575). She emphasizes the holistic and grounded nature of
truly ethnographic studies, which involves prolonged engagement in the
field.
The sociocultural approach
Like the ethnographic approach to second language learning
research, the sociocultural approach emphasizes socially-constructed uses55
of language. However, sociocultural researchers place a greater emphasis
on the use of language as a cognitive tool.
Sociocultural approaches derive from the works of Lev Vygotsky
(1978) and his followers. As noted earlier, sociocultural theory has provided
the foundation to the social constructivist movement in education (Hatano,
1993; Nyikos & Hashimoto, 1997; Wells, 1999, 2000, 2001). One of the
main areas of sociocultural inquiry focuses on how language serves as a
psychological tool that mediates mental activity. Lantolf and Appel (1994)
compare language to other psychological tools or "artifacts," such as
"algebraic symbols, diagrams [and] schemes" (p. 9) which we use to
facilitate our performance of tasks. Language is one of the most powerful
psychological tools, and like other tools, it not only mediates our mental
activity, it may also "qualitatively change the nature of the activity and it may
change the subsequent outcome" (Swain & Lapkin, 1998, p. 321) in a
similar way that using a word processor changes the way we compose an
essay, for example. DiCamilla and Anton (1997) point out that language
mediates human activity on two levels: "on the interpsychological plane in
the form of social speech and/or writing and on the intrapsychological plane
in the form of inner speech, which is externalized in cognitively difficult
tasks as either private speech or private writing" (p. 613, emphasis added).
For Vygotsky, higher thinking skills are developed first between individuals(in the interpsychological plane) and are then transferred within the
individual (to the intrapsychological plane). In other words, individualsare
thought to be "other-regulated" before they become "self-regulated."
Regarding the interpsychological plane, researchers have examined
how the acquisition of certain skills is initiated and shaped by social
interaction within the learner's zone of proximal development (ZPD). The
ZPD, as discussed in Chapter 1, is defined as "the difference between what
a person can achieve when acting alone and what the same person can
accomplish when acting with support of someone else and/or cultural
artifacts" (Lantolt, 2000). This type of support (i.e., scaffolding) helps
learners move through their ZPD in order to complete a task or solvea
problem, to the point where they can act independently andno longer
require assistance. Traditionally researchers have examined the notion of
scaffolding within interactions occurring between experts and novicesor
learners and more capable peers, but recently several scholars have
expanded the scope of the ZPD to include interactions between learners of
similar skill levels; they hypothesize that "people working together jointlyare
able to co-construct contexts in which expertise emergesas a feature of the
group" (Lantolf, 2000,p. 17)
Regarding the intrapsychological plane, researchers have
investigated the role of private speech, "speech directed to the self for the57
purpose of directing and organizing one's mental activity" (Anton &
DiCamiHa, 1999, p. 235). According to Vygotsky, children's egocentric
speech, used to regulate their own behavior, eventually becomes "inner
speech" in adults. Inner speech doesn't have external verbalizations and is
used by autonomous individuals as a tool for thought. However, when faced
with challenging tasks, this inner speech resurfaces as private speech,
even in skilled adults, as a way to guide their problem-solving efforts.
Overview of studies
Recently several second language acquisition researchers have
adopted a sociocultural theoretical framework to examine collaborative
interactions occurring within the classroom. What follows is a brief review of
representative studies.
Donato's (1994) study is often cited in the sociocultural literature,
since it was one of the first studies to introduce the notion of collective
scaffolding among peers of similar levels of expertise. The study analyzes
the performance of a group of three learners in a university French as a
foreign language class. Discourse analysis of three collaborative
interactions during a one-hour planning session for an oral activity revealed
that learners provided collective scaffolds to each other, allowing them to
complete the task successfully. In order to verify if this type of collective
scaffolding had resulted in linguistic gains by the individual learners, ananalysis of the subsequent oral activity was conducted. It was observed
that, even when support was no longer available, individual learners were
able to perform successfully in the areas which they had previously
received scaffolded help. This observation, the author contends, adds
support to Vygotskian theory, which "argues that individual knowledge is
socially and dialogically derived, the genesis of which can be observed
directly in the interactions among speakers during problem-solving tasks"
(Donato, 1994, p. 51).
Brooks and Donato (1994) analyze student interactions during
problem-solving tasks in a Spanish class and demonstrate that learners are
able to orient themselves, regulate their performance and jointly construct
solutions for problems through language. In a follow-up study, Brooks,
Donato and McGlone (1997) observe a similar group of learners perform
jigsaw tasks. In particular, they examine four features of speaking activities:
(1) learners talking about their own talk (metatalk); (2) learners talking about
how to do the task (metacognition); (3) learners use of first language; and
(4) learners whispering to themselves, which, in the authors' view,
"illustrates Vygotsky's theory of private speech and represents the genesis
or beginning of development of verbal self-regulation" (p. 531). From both
studies, they conclude that research on learner interaction needs to take
into consideration features of speech that go beyond "simple message59
transmission and reception." They suggest that researchers look atways in
which learners use language as a "thinking tool" (Brooks et al., 1997,p.
526).
Takahashi's (1998) and Ohta's (2000) studies focus on the analysis
of learners' mutual assistance in the ZPD while completing classroom
tasks. Both studies revealed that interaction in the ZPD can result in
significant linguistic gains. In addition, Otha (2000) noted that learners'
mutual support followed "an orderly and developmentally sensitive manner"
(p. 63), and Takahashi found that the way learners offered assistance to
each other resembled the way the teacher gave them assistance.
Another series of studies focused on learners' interactions while
working collaboratively on writing tasks. These studies uncovered several
features of mediated assistance within the ZPD. DiCamilla and Anton
(1997) analyzed learners' repetition of utterances in the first and second
language as a way to provide scaffolded help to each other. In a similar
study, Anton and DeCamilla (1999) examined learners' use of first language
as a way to externalize inner speech and regulate mental activity during
tasks.
Swain and Lapkin's (1998) study further demonstrates that language
use in collaborative tasks serves both as an "enactment of mental
processes and as an occasion for second language learning" (p. 320). DeGuerrero and VilIamil (2000) reach similar conclusions; they also observe
specific features of language assistance in interactions within the learners'
ZPD (e.g., recruiting interest; providing grammar instruction and modeling).
Anton (1999) and Sullivan (2000) analyze interactions between
teachers and learners in the classroom. Both authors find that teacher-
centered exchanges can provide valuable scaffolded help and lead learners
to become highly involved in activities. Anton (1999) observes that teacher-
learner interactions serve several functions: to raise learners'
consciousness of grammatical forms, to provide feedback, to allocate turns
and to discuss learners' preferences and strategies (p. 306). Sullivan (2000)
examines the "notion of play as mediator of classroom language learning"
(p. 128); she describes a classroom in Vietnam where teacher and students
co-construct discourse through a series of playful exchanges.
Duff (2000) explores the role of repetitions in the second language
class. Through discourse analysis of several class interactions, she
concludes that repetition and paraphrasing of expressions by both teacher
and students help provide "connectivity and contingency throughout the text
and across speakers" (p. 118), serving as scaffolds for learning. In addition,
repetitions help to socialize students into "academic and non-academic
uses of language, such as for humorous, affiliative, or rhetorical purposes"
(p. 136). In a similar vein, Boyd and Maloof (2000) examine a teacher's61
incorporation of student-proposed intertextual links into the classroom
discourse. Their analysis of class interactions reveal that when teachers
recognize and build on students' contributions, they validate students'
understandings and make them available for full class consideration. In this
way, teachers "privilege student knowledge and ways of talking" and
promote engagement in learning (p. 179). As Hall (2000) remarks, these
studies demonstrate that learning opportunities created through repetition
and intertextual linking "are fundamental to the construction of shared
sociocultural knowledge and interpersonal bonds, which in turn influence
the process of additional language learning" (p. 289).
All these studies have in common the notion that language is a
cognitive tool that helps us regulate ourselves and others in our
environment. So, "in much the same way that speaking assists us in the
real world to perform complicated tasks, speaking in the foreign language
class supports the language learner in achieving control of the new
language and the. ..task itself' (Brooks et al., 1997, p. 526). In this way,
language from a sociocultural perspective is not something to be acquired
by an individual or transmitted from a speaker to a hearer. Rather, language
use is seen as an "occasion for learning" (Swain & Lapkin, 1998, p. 320).Strengths and weaknesses of sociocultural research
As we have seen, sociocultural approaches to second language
learning research have turned the process of language acquisition "on its
head" (Hall, 1997, p. 303). Instead of looking at language acquisition as a
mostly psychological process which starts in the minds of individuals and
moves toward socialization into the community, as interactionists have
tended to do, sociocultural theorists argue that the process begins in our
social practices before it is internalized by our individual minds. For this
reason, sociocultural approaches to research have advocated a model of
language learning that is "firmly rooted in contingent, situated, and
interactional experiences of the individual as a social being" (Firth &
Wagner, 1998, p. 93).
However, in this effort to focus on situated interactions and to adopt
a microgenetic approach which emphasizes "moment-to-moment changes
in the participants' behavior" (De Guerrero & Villamil, 2000,p. 54), many
sociocultura! researchers have ignored 'larger social, political or historical
constraints" (Hall, 1995, p. 210). As seen in the studies reviewed above,
there has been a tendency to trace language learning to specific
interactions and then to confirm that actual learning has taken place
through pre/post test designs (e.g., Swain & Lapkin, 1998) or through
observations of performance in subsequent tasks (e.g., Brooks & Donato,63
1994; De Guerrero & Villamil, 2000). Clearly, more studiesare needed
which look at language development through interaction over time (Mitchell
& Myles, 1998) and which "establish links between the macrolevels of
sociocultural and institutional contexts and the microlevel of discourse"
(Kasper, I 997b, p. 311). In my opinion, this type of study can be realized
through an action research paradigm.
The action research approach
In action research the researcher is not an outside expert who
comes to the research scene with a pre-determined agenda, but a co-
worker who engages in inquiries and investigations with others in order "to
improve practice rather than to produce knowledge" (Elliott, 1991,p. 49).
Burns (1999) identifies four essential characteristics of action research: (1)
It is "localized and small-scale," (2) it is "evaluative and reflective," (3) it is
"participatory and collaborative," and (4) it provides an "impetus for change"
(p. 30).
Action research is by definition localized and contextual because it
assumes that learning takes place in particular, situated activities. Events
are examined through the consideration of "the specific participants
involved, their potential contributions, and the extent to which the
actualization of this potential is enabled by the interpersonal relationships
between participants and the mediating artifacts at hand" (Wells, 2001,pp.64
179-180). Based on the articulation of local understandings, educational
practice can be theorized and improved; thus, action research contributes
to both theory and practice.
Action research is also reflective inquiry. Informed by the theoretical
literature, the researcher is constantly taking time to reflect on events and
actions, and to "construct hypotheses about the changes that would be
likely to bring about an improvement" (Wells, 1994,p. 26). As the
researcher learns new ways of describing classroom events, new questions
about these events arise; then, the answers to those questions bring about
further questions which also need to be answered, and so on. Action
research is reflective exploration that is never finished (Hubbard & Power,
1993).
Another essential quality of action research is its collaborative or
participatory nature. This means that the perspectives of all individuals
involved in the research process are taken as contributions to a deeper
understanding of the situation. The diversity of perspectives acts as a rich
resource for interpretation of actions and as a challenge to the researcher's
subjectivity. As Winter (1996) points out "to treat all viewpoints as a
collaborative resource is...to suspend the conventional status hierarchy
which gives some members' viewpoints greater credibility than others" (p.
22).65
Finally, action research is oriented towards change. Here is where
action research differs substantially from ethnographic research. Rather
than simply describing and recording events,as most ethnographers do,
action researchers use their new understandingsas a basis for action. As
van Lier eloquently puts it, "this kind of research, and this way of theorizing,
carries the hope of turning hindsight into foresight byway of insight, while
one is actually still on the job" (van Lier, I 996a).
Overview of studies
Action research has gained a lot of popularity in the fields of K-12
education and teacher education in the last decade; however, in the field of
second language learning, "it [has sufferedi from lack of prestige compared
to more established forms of language education research" (Burns, 1999,p.
25). This situation is changing, though, as is evidenced bya number of
recent publications on the topic (Burns, 1999; Edge, 2001; Wallace, 1998).
What follows is a review of action research studies currently available in the
second language learning literature.
Kowal's (1997) doctoral dissertation is an action research study
conducted within a French immersion eighth grade classroom. Kowal
includes detailed descriptions of different qualitative and quantitative
research procedures she used for data collection (i.e., questionnaires,
pre/post tests, observations of class interactions and comparative data fromother classrooms), which she interprets through a sociocultural theoretical
framework. As a teacher-researcher, Kowal's objective for her year-long
study was to investigate how her students understood aspects of the
French grammatical system and how classroom activities might assist them
in their grammatical development. She first used questionnaires to collect
data about her students' perceptions of aspects of the French language,
their learning preferences and their strengths and weaknesses. Based on
results from the questionnaires, she designed materials to teach students
two particular aspects of French grammar: the passé compose and the
imparfait. She administered two types of pre-tests, immediate post-tests
and delayed post-tests to measure students' linguistic gains, and she
compared her students' post-test results with the results of tests from two
other classes. In addition, she observed and audio-taped her students in
class while performing collaborative activities with a focus on form. Data
from pre- and post- tests showed that students in her classroom made and
maintained gains in their use of the two grammatical forms under study.
They also scored higher in the post-test than the students of thetwoother
classes. The composition task also revealed linguistic development, and the
interactional data showed that students were able to provide feedback to
each other effectively and to develop their use of grammatical forms when
working in groups.Kebir (1994) and Nunan (1996) address the topic of learner strategy
training through small-scale action research projects conducted in theirown
classrooms. After investigating the types of strategies used by her students,
Kebir implemented a plan to explicitly teach them the use of communication
strategies (e.g., clarification requests, comprehension checks). Nunan
focused on learner strategy training through self-monitoring and guided
reflection. In their reports, both Kebir and Nunan providea detailed
description of their motivations for the project and the procedures followed.
They both conclude that students can benefit from an explicit classroom
focus on learner strategies.
Ulichny and Schoener (1996) and Koenig and Zuengler (1994)
present accounts of teacher-researcher collaborations in the context of
university ESL classrooms. Although the focus of each project was very
different (Ulichny and Schoener focused on teacher methodology, and
Koenig and Zuengler focused on oral instruction), both articles highlight the
collaborative nature of the research process. In both articles the researcher
and the teacher take turns presenting their individual perspectives on the
collaboration, the challenges they faced, their development of mutual
understandings, and finally, the lessons they learned about their own
teaching and research practice. In adopting this alternating discursive style,
the authors are able to embody the principles of action research in theirwriting: They incorporate the viewpoints of the teacher and the researcher
in a non-hierarchical fashion, while still preserving their individual voices.
Adams (2001) reports on an action research study she conducted
while teaching ESL in London. The purpose of her study was twofold: She
wanted to investigate why her students were not profiting from the exposure
to English they had outside the classroom; additionally, she wanted to help
her students develop strategies "to benefit more effectively" (p. 106) from
this exposure. Through her investigation, Adams found several
discontinuities between the ways students are expected to process
language in class and outside. For example, in class teachers choose the
language students must attend to, but outside learners have "to identify and
select useful language from the text they hear" (p. 108) by themselves. In
order to overcome this problem, Adams sought to teach her students
strategies to increase their confidence in accessing language in the real-
world environment, to notice language items, and then to explore them
systematically in class. Through this study, Adams is able to develop a
"methodological framework" (p. 115) for exploration of real-world language
in class, which can be used with students of different proficiency levels.
Although Hume's (2001) research did not take place in a second
language learning context, I decided to include it here because it presents
an excellent model for involving students as co-researchers in a project.Hume's project was motivated by a student in her 6/7 grade class of gifted
children who was very vocal in his complaints about having to participate in
class discussions. As a teacher, she found an interesting solution to this
dilemma. Instead of lecturing the student about the benefits of group talk,
she decided to invite him to research the issue with her, and to try to
determine if class discussions made a difference in their learning. The
student accepted the invitation, and together they asked if anyone else in
the class would like to research the issue. Four other students joined in,
and thus their "coresearch group" (p. 153) was formed. During their
meetings, the group analyzed two types of data: transcripts from previous
meetings and transcripts from classroom discussions. Hume describes the
process of knowledge building that ensued as the group made decisions
about their methodologies for transcribing and analyzing their own talk, and
as they acquired expertise in noticing aspects of their own class
participation of which they had not been aware. They began to identify
features of effective conversations and to formulate suggestions for action
(i.e., for conducting successful discussions). Throughout the article, Hume
offers reflections on how much she and her students learned about the
interactional dynamics of the classroom, and how this experience
contributed to the development of other classroom knowledge-building
activities.70
Strengths and weaknesses of action research
There is a current debate in the educational literature in general and
in the ESL literature in particular about the merit of teacher-research, as
discussed by Wells (1994), Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) and Freeman
(1999). These writers point out that research conducted by teachers is often
seen as "ad hoc" (Wells, 1994, p. 24), "haphazard" and "potentially
dangerous" (Freeman, 1999, p. 5) because, according to critics, it does not
yield "valid or replicable findings" (Wells, 1994, p. 24), it is not "hypothesis-
driven" (Freeman, 1999, p. 5), and because it does not generate a "formal,
theoretical, or scientific form of knowledge" (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999,
p. 20). They remark, however, that these criticisms come from those who
espouse a positivist paradigm. From the positivist epistemological
standpoint, research is supposed to be "objective, value-free, and context-
independent, and aimed at the production of generalisable information"
(Wells, 1994, p. 25).
Teacher research, on the other hand, reflects a different perspective.
Following the interpretative tradition, it is aimed at building localized
theories of particular classrooms and at generating practical knowledge. It
is concerned with the lived experiences of a specific group of people, their
social world of meanings and their culture. But it still follows a systematic
and rigorous, albeit different, methodology.71
When we look at these criticisms as reflecting paradigmatic
differences, we start to understand why they are made. We realize they
come from those who have held the dominant perspective in our field
those who have been the producers of knowledge to be consumed by
teachers (Freeman, 1999). From their perspective, teacher research is
unreliable because it "[blurs] the boundaries between teachers and
researchers, knowers and doers, and experts and novices" (Cochran-Smith
& Lytle, 1999, p. 22).
Therefore, what is considered by some to be the weakness of action
research is what I believe to be its strength: its power to essentially redefine
the type of knowledge that guides our work as teachers.
However, the transformative potential of action research carries with
it a great challenge as well: the challenge of charting new territory without
pie-established models to follow. Conducting research within a new
paradigm means not only using different procedures for data collection and
interpretation, but also asking different questions about the nature of
learning in the classroom. For those of us engaged in second language
learning research,
this means that evidence of learning (or even so, an
understanding of learning) cannot be based on the
establishment of causal (or correlational) links between
something in the input and something in the output. New ways
will need to be developed to observe learning contexts and72
processes and to document plausible or actual learning
opportunities or occasions (van Lier, 1997).
Summary of Chapter 2
This chapter presented a historical overview of second language
learning research and a critical review of four research traditions on
classroom-based second language learning: the interactionist approach, the
ethnographic approach, the sociocultural approach and the action research
approach.
As previously mentioned, this research study focused on involving
students in the analysis of spoken discourse in the classroom and in other
contexts within the university community. Through our collaborative
investigations, I aimed to develop my students' awareness of how language
works in specific academic situations and to increase my own
understanding of my classroom practice.
To guide my research, I used insights gained from this review of
classroom-based research in second language learning. My analysis of
research conducted in the interactionist tradition helped me to position
myself as a researcher. By rejecting the interactionist methodology (e.g.,
research conducted in lab settings) and its theoretical constructs (e.g.,
individualistic views of communication), I was forced to look for alternative
perspectives and to sharpen my research focus.73
I find that ethnographic, sociocultural and action research
approaches can more accurately reflect the social world of classroom
teaching and learning. Therefore, I employed aspects of these three
traditions in my research: My students and I engaged in an action research
project involving stages of planning, observation, reflection and action. We
adopted ethnographic approaches for data collection and analysis (i.e.,
participant observation, thick descriptions, discourse analysis). As we
examined the nature of dialogic interaction in and out of the classroom, we
framed our collaborative inquiry within Vygotskian sociocultural theory. In
the next chapter, I present the research methodology for my study.74
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Chapter 1 identified the background, purpose and significance of this
study. It also introduced the epistemological perspective guiding this
research, which is based on a social constructivist and critical theoretical
foundation. Chapter 2 reviewed relevant literature on second language
classroom-oriented research and provided the rationale for choice of
methodological paradigm: a blend of ethnographic, sociocultural and action
research approaches. This chapter describes the research methodology
used in this study.
This study has examined the research processes of 23 students
enrolled in a university-based ESL course as they completed aLanguage
Research Project (i.e., they observed, analyzed and reflected on oral
discourse used in and out of the classroom). The first phase of the study
was conducted during the term of enrollment in the ESL course. During this
phase, as teacher-researcher, I examined students' learning processes and
personal perspectives as they worked on their research projects. The
second phase of the study was conducted during two subsequent quarters.
Ten students participated in this second phase, which consisted of 18
follow-up interviews. The follow-up interviews focused on students'
reflections and self-assessments concerning their communicative75
performance in oral interactions as they transitioned into full-time academic
study in their fields.
Research questions
The research questions guiding this study were:
(1) What are my students' research processes and personal perspectives
as they work on the Language Research Project?
(2) How do my students' perceptions of communicative practices in the
university community evolve and impact their self-appraisals concerning
their language learning?
(3) How does what I learn from this study inform my classroom practice?
Participants and setting
The English Language Institute (ELI) at Oregon State University
(OSU) is an intensive ESL program whose mission is to prepare
international students for degree programs at universities and colleges in
the United States. The institute provides 18-24 hours per week of ESL
instruction in a six-level program. The curriculum combines reading, writing,
listening, and speaking in an integrated-skills approach. At the time of this
study, an average of 130 students per term attended classes at the ELI.
The participants in this study were enrolled in an advanced listening
and speaking course taught by the teacher-researcher. The class met everyrz
weekday for a total of six hours per week during a full academic quarter (ten
weeks). The main objective of the course was to develop skills needed for
successful communication in academic settings (see Appendix A for a
syllabus). The course was theme-based, and activities included audiotaped
radio reports, videotaped broadcasts and lectures, note-taking practice,
guest speakers, group discussions and oral presentations. In addition,
students conducted a Language Research Project through which they
observed patterns of interactions among English speakers in the university
community, analyzed their own patterns of interaction in and out of the
classroom, and engaged in collaborative critical reflection through the use
of a web discussion board and individual reflection through the preparation
of audio-journals. (A full description of the Language Research Project is
provided below).
A total of 23 students participated in this study. All students signed
informed-consent forms as part of the university's human subjects research
review (see Appendix B). To ensure confidentiality, all students were
assigned pseudonyms. Table 3.1 provides information on each participant.
Thirteen students were female and ten male. They came from nine
different countries: South Korea (eight students), Japan (four students),
Taiwan (four students), Thailand (two students), France (one student),77
Indonesia (one student), Mexico (one student), Saudi Arabia (one student),
and the United Arab Emirates (one student).
Table 3.1: List of participants
Name F!
M
CountryUI
G
Academic major CA
G-ob
Exch.
TOEFL
score
end
Course
Grade
Akiko FJapan GEnglish 487 C
All MS. Arabia UFinance CA 543 F
Amy FTaiwan GZoology G-ob 547 A
Budi MIndonesia UFood Science 507 B+
Chia Ling FTaiwan Uundecided G-ob 447 B
Edgar MMexico GRangeland ResourcesCA 537 A
Eun Hee FS. Korea UCommunication G-ob 467 A-
Hiroko FJapan GEnglish Literature G-ob 510 A
Hong FThailand GNutrition G-ob 560 A
Jae MS. Korea GCivil Engineering 483 A-
Jin YoungFS. Korea UCrop Science G-ob 493 B+
Katie FS. Korea UClothing&Textiles 500 B-
Keon Ho MS. Korea GAccounting B+
Khaled MUAE UComp. Engineering 477 C+
Kim FS. Korea UEnglish Literature 533 A-
Liana FFrance GBiochemistry CA 547 A
Mark MTaiwan GFisheries&Wildlife CA 583 A
Ming Ju FTaiwan Uundecided G-ob480 B-
Natsuki FJapan USociology G-ob 503 B
Porntipa FThailand GJournalism 510 A
Toby MS. Korea UElectric Engineering W
Yoon MS. Korea UMech. Engineering G-ob 487 B
Yutaka MJapan UMech. Engineering exch.463 B-
Totals:
F (female): 13; M (male): 10
South Korea: 8; Japan: 4; Taiwan: 4; Thailand: 2; UAE: 1; 5. Arabia: 1; France: 1;
Mexico: 1; Indonesia: I
U (undergraduate): 13; G (graduate): 10
CA (conditionally-admitted): 4; G-ob (guided-observation): 9; Exchange: 1
Range of TOEFL scores at the end of the course: 447-583
Course grades: A: 7; A-:3; B+:3; B:3; B-: 3; C+:1; C:1; F:1; W:1
Thirteen students were undergraduate and ten were graduate
students. They were majoring in a variety of academic disciplines. Four ofthese students had been conditionally-admitted to OSU and therefore were
concurrently enrolled in one or more credit-bearing courses in their majors.
Nine other students were attending OSU courses in different disciplines on
a not-for-credit basis, through an ELI guided-observation class. Another
student (Yutaka) was an exchange student from a Japanese university; he
was also attending OSU courses in his major field while studying at the ELI.
Students' Institutional TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language)
scores at the end of the course ranged from 447 to 583 points. (OSU
requires a TOEFL score of 500 points for conditional admission and 550
points for full admission into all undergraduate and many graduate
programs). All students completed all course assignments and received
passing course grades, with the exception of two students: Toby and Ali.
Personal circumstances forced Toby to withdraw from the ELI during the
fourth week of the course and to return to his home country. Au stopped
attending ELI classes during the fifth week, but he did not withdraw officially
from the institute. Therefore, he received an "F" grade at the end of the
course. When these two students told me of their decisions to leave my
class, I asked them if they wanted to withdraw from the study. However,
they both reiterated their consent to participate in the study and restated
their permission for my use of the data collected up to that point.79
Evolution of the course syllabus
Prior to the beginning of this study, as a faculty member at the
English Language Institute (ELI) at Oregon State University (OS U) for over
twelve years, I had taught different courses in all six levels of the program
and had developed a variety of materials for these courses, especially in
the areas of listening and speaking and project-based learning (e.g.,
Dantas-Whitney, 1998; Dantas-Whitney, 2002; Dantas-Whitney & Larson,
1996). In addition, I had been involved in numerous curricular revision
initiatives at the ELI, first as an instructor and then as the ELI academic
coordinator (e.g., Dantas-Whitney, Dowling, & Larson, 2002). Therefore, I
had first-hand knowledge about the academic and linguistic needs of ELI
students and of the capacity of the ELI curriculum to meet those needs.
I had been teaching this particular course (advanced listening and
speaking) for over a year when I decided to design and implement the
Language Research Project. At that time, the course was based primarily
on a textbook (Preiss, 1998) and was supplemented by activities such as
oral presentations, videos and guest lectures. Although I was satisfied with
the textbook and the supplementary activities, I knew that the course did
not give my students the experience they needed to communicate
comfortably within the wider university community.Typically, many of the students in this class were concurrently
attending OSU courses in their major fields of study. Some had been
conditionally-admitted to the university and were taking mainstream courses
for credit; others were observing OSU courses through an ELI guided-
observation course. Even though many of these students had exposure to
the academic discourse of their disciplines, most of them did not feel
competent, comfortable or welcome to engage in academic interactions.
They often told me that they had difficulty establishing meaningful academic
relationships with classmates and professors.
i soon realized that my students needed guided opportunities to
participate in communicative interactions outside the protective environment
of my ESL classroom. Activities such as listening to radio reports, videos
and guest lectures, or giving oral presentations and engaging ingroup
discussions and debates were important for the development ofmy
students' language and interactional skills. However, because these
activities were performed within the ESL classroom, they lacked the
sociocultural elements that affect communication in mainstream academic
settings. My impetus for designing the Language Research Projectcame
from this need to create guided opportunities formy students to notice,
analyze and reflect critically on the language being used around them within
the academic community.[1
I conducted pilot studies with two different groups of students prior to
engaging in the present study. The pilot studies gave me the valuable
opportunity to experiment with the design and implementation procedures
of the Language Research Project. During those two terms, I developeda
sequence of activities for students to follow and devised worksheets to
guide them through the various steps of the project (see Appendix C). In
addition, I modified the syllabus of the class so as to accommodate this
fairly time-consuming project. A discussion of findings from these pilot
studies is provided in Chapter 8.
Data collection
Data for this study was collected in two phases. The classroom-
based phase of the study (phase one) took place during fall term of 2001. It
included data collected by the 23 students through the Language Research
Project and by myself as the teacher-researcher while teaching the course.
Phase two took place during winter and spring terms of 2002, and included
data collected through 18 follow-up interviews with ten students. As noted
earlier, this study incorporated a blend of methodological designs, since it
described the research processes of both students and teacher as we
engaged simultaneously in ethnographic and action research investigations
(see Table 3.2). What follows is a description of my students' and my own
research processes.Table 3.2: Research design
Ethnography Action Research
Students non-participant and participant reflection on own
observation of oral interactions in participation in interactions
and out of the classroom and plan for action
Teacher- participant observation of students'reflection on own
Researcher research processes classroom practice and
plan for action
Students' research process
The students' ethnographic action research project (i.e., the
Language Research Project)was designed to heighten their awareness of
patterns of language interaction through "conscious [and] systematic"
observation, reflection and analysis of these patterns (Hall, 1999,p. 140).
The objective was to "help students understand how opportunities to speak
are socially structured and how they might create possibilities for social
interaction with target language speakers" (Norton Peirce, 1995, p.26). In
this way, the aim of the project was to integrate linguistic and sociocultural
learning, as students investigated the nature of discursive practices within
the university community. The intention was not to transform students into
action researchers or ethnographers; rather it was to encourage them to
develop a critical and analytical stance towards their own communicative
performances and those of others.
From the related field of foreign language studies, Roberts, Bryam,
Barro, Jordan and Street (2001) report on ethnographic projects conductedby university students during a period of residence abroad. They describe
four categories of learning derived from projects such as these:
1. Local social and cultural knowledge. This involves
developing an understanding of one's own and others'
particular cultural practices in local contexts.
2. Processes of interrogation and relativisation. This
involves developing in students the habit of constantly
interrogating the source of their knowledge and so
questioning their own assumptions about how they
construct meanings, values and attitudes. This, in turn,
leads to developing the habit of relativising, of seeing
one's own and others' worlds as socially constructed
and not natural, normative and universal.
3. Obse,vation, social interaction and analytical skills.
This involves developing a number of skills out of
ethnographic methodology and the opportunities for
interaction created by the demands of the ethnographic
project.
4. Personal development. This involves developing
initiative, autonomy, self-confidence and flexibility.
(Roberts et aL, 2001, pp. 42-43).
The students' Language Research Project consisted of three
threads: a non-participant observation (of interactions among English
speakers in the university community), a class observation (analyses of
videotaped interactions within the ESL class), and a participant observation
(of students' own interactions with English speakers in the university
community).
The students' action research cycle involved the following
components (adapted from Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988, cited in Burns,
1999, p.32): (1)plan (formulating a research question and makingarrangements for observations); (2) observe (observing interactions and
taking field notes on different aspects of talk); (3) interpret (analyzing field
notes and drawing conclusions about communicative patterns); (4) reflect
(reflecting on findings collaboratively through a web discussion board and
individually through an audio journal); and (5) act (thinking about actions to
improve future participation in interactions). Although the cycle metaphor
suggests a sequential order for these five components, it is important to
point out that they sometimes occur simultaneously and/or out ofsequence.
For example,planningrequires reflection, and acting requires planning.
What follows is a description of how the project was implemented in class.
After a general overview of the project (Appendix C, LRP worksheet
1), in order to generate ideas for meaningful research questions, the
students were asked to work on a self-observation log. This assignment
required that students record the details of all their interactions with English
speakers in the community for two full days, writing down information about
the setting, the purposes of the conversation and the language used. After
two days, the students reflected on their experiences and answereda
series of reflective questions (Appendix C, LRP worksheet 2).
Then, the students used the class web board (Nicenet, 1998) to
reflect on and assess their own participation in interactions in English. They
posted their answers to questions such as "How do you feel whenyouparticipate in discussions with other English speakers in the university
setting?" (Appendix C, LRP worksheet 3), and they commentedon each
other's answers. As a teacher, I also read their reflections and replied with
further questions and comments.
The students were then ready to make plans for their individual
Language Research Projects. They prepared an audiotaped journal
(Appendix C, LRP worksheet 4) in which they reflected on the questions
and responses posted on the web board, identified themes they would like
to explore further, and formulated their research questions. I listened to
these journals and recorded my feedback to the students on the same
audiocassette, thus creating a type of asynchronous dialogue with the
students (Dantas-Whitney, 2002).
I then brought a sample videotaped discussion (a movie clip) to be
analyzed in class. Students analyzed the types of contributions by different
discussion participants (Appendix C, LRP worksheet 5) in the video. During
this activity, I introduced the students to Hymes' (1972a) SPEAKING
framework as a system for analysis and observation. This framework is
intended to guide description of a particular speech event by focusing on
eight components: Situation (setting and scene); Participants (age, roles,
gender, ethnicity); Ends (goals and outcomes); Act sequence (message
form and message content); Key (tone, manner, spirit of thecommunication); Instrumentalities (channels and forms of communication);
Norms (of interaction and of interpretation); and Genre (type of event). This
framework was then used as a heuristic to help students focus on concrete
features of communication when collecting data during their own
observations.
After the students practiced how to analyze a videotaped discussion
in class, they were ready to begin field work. They conducted three
observations: a non-participant observation (Appendix C, LRP worksheets 6
and 7), a class observation (Appendix C, LRP worksheet 8), and a
participant observation (Appendix C, LRP worksheet 9 and 10). After each
observation, the students examined the data they had collected and wrote
short observation reports, reflecting on their experiences and trying to
answer their research question. We discussed in class their preliminary
findings and exchanged ideas about possible interpretations of the data,
following a similar process of analysis as with the videotaped discussion we
had examined.
Based on the analysis of these three observations, the students used
the web board again (Nicenet, 1998) to share insights about their findings.
They compared and contrasted the three interactions they had observed,
trying to answer their research questions. They also revisited their own self-
reflexive comments previously posted on the web and revised them. Again,they responded to each other's comments with further questions and
reflections (Appendix C, worksheet 11). I also contributed to the web
discussion by providing feedback on the students' comments and by posing
questions for further reflection.
At the end of the course the students prepared a final reflection on
an audiotaped journal, in which they evaluated the project as a whole. They
used information from their data collection sheets, observation reports,
audio journals and web discussions to reflect on what they had learned.
They also discussed what surprised them and compared what they had
observed to similar situations in their countries. Finally, they made plans for
actions they could take to improve their own participation in interactions in
the future (see Appendix C, LRP worksheet 12). I listened to the journals
and again provided feedback.
Throughout the term, the students and I engaged in numerous class
discussions about the different activities involved in theLanguage Research
Project. The purpose of these discussions was to sharpen the students'
ethnographic and discourse analytic skills.
Most of the students collected their data through written field notes;
however, a few of them chose to audiotape and transcribe some
interactions. In addition, a few students chose to collect additional data for
their projects; for example, Amy conducted several structured interviewswith members of the university community and Eun Hee performeda
number of additional observations.
Teacher-researcher's research process
As both the classroom instructor and the researcher for this study,
my role was that of participant observer. Participant observation is an ideal
means of gathering ethnographic data because it enables the researcher to
experience and record events in social settings onan on-going basis
(Lindlof, 1995). This process has been described by Becker (1970) in this
way:
The participant observer gathers data by participating in the
daily life of the group or organization he studies. He watches
the people he is studying to see what situations they ordinarily
meet and how they behave in them. He enters into
conversation with some or all of the participants in these
situations and discovers their interpretations of the events he
has observed (cited in Lindlof, 1995,p. 135).
My researcher role included all the features described above;
however, my choice of an action research paradigm implied thatwas
observing and analyzing my own experiences in addition tomy students'
actions and behaviors. In this way, it could be said that I becameone of the
participants in my own study. I used multiple sources of data, which ledme
to a fuller understanding of my students' andmy own research processes.
Data were collected from the following sources: (1) class materials(student
data collection worksheets, web discussion entries, audio-taped journals,and lesson plans); (2) transcripts of selected class sessions; (3) teacher-
researcher's journal; (4) midterm interviews conducted with 21 students;
and (5) follow-up interviews conducted with ten students for two
consecutive terms after completion of the course. Table 3.3 provides a
summary of the data collected during the first phase of the study and a
corresponding chronology of class events.
Classroom materials included the worksheets and handouts
designed to guide the students through the Language Research Project
(see Appendix C), the students' and my own web discussion entries, the
students' audiotaped journals with my recorded responses, and lesson
plans. All audio journals and responses were fully transcribed.
Seventeen class sessions were audiotaped, and 15 of those sessions were
transcribed. Audiotapes of two class sessions were not transcribed because
the events of those sessions did not relate to the Language Research
Project.
I also kept a teacher-researcher's journal in which I recorded the
daily events of the class, made observations about my research
methodology and my preliminary findings, and recorded my personal
questions, concerns and hunches about the study as a whole. My teacher-
researcher's journal included a total of 41 entries.Table 3.3: Chronology of events and data collected during phase one
WeekDate Events related to Data available
Language Research Project
wkO Sept. 20-21course introduction journal Sept. 21
wkl Sept. 22-26 journal Sept. 24
Sept. 27 assign self-observation log journal
Sept. 28 informed consent forms journal; forms
wk2 Oct. 1 collect self-observation log journal; worksheets
Oct. 2 journal
Oct. 3 journal
Oct. 4 journal
Oct. 5 introduce web discussion #1 journal
wk3Oct. 8 introduce LRP journal
assign partners for web discussion class transcript Oct. 8
response entries web
discussion #1
Oct. 9 seminar on addiction journal
Oct. 10 debrief seminar journal
introduce SPEAKING framework class transcript Oct.
assign audio journal #1 10
Oct. 11 explain audio journal #1 journal
class transcript Oct.
11
Oct. 12 discuss audio journal #1 journal
wk4 Oct. 15 collect audio journal #1 journal
class transcript Oct.
15
audio journal #1
transcripts
Oct. 16 journal
Oct. 17 assign non-part, observation journal
Oct. 18 give back audio journals #1 journal
discussion about research questions class transcript Oct.
analysis of video discussion (movie clip) 18
Oct. 19 collect plans for non-part, observation journal
class tape Oct. 19
(not transcribed)
worksheets plans
non-part.
wk5 Oct. 22 give back plans non-part obs.; discuss journal
research questions, obs. setting, etc.
Oct. 23 journal
class tape Oct. 23
(not transcribed)
Oct. 24 journal (2 entries)
class transcript Oct.
24
Oct. 25 journal91
Table 3.3: Chronology of events and data collected during phaseone
(continued)
WeekDate Events related to Data available
Language Research Project
wk6 Oct. 29 collect non part observation journal
reports class transcript Oct. 29
Oct. 30 group presentations journal
presentation videos
Oct. 31 group presentations journal
presentation videos
Nov. 1 assign class observation journal
class transcript Nov. 1
Nov. 2 give back non-part. observation journal
reports; review scope&purpose class transcript Nov. 2
of LRP non part obs. report
wk7 Nov. 5 collect class observation reports journal (two entries)
discuss plans for part observationclass transcript Nov. 5
midterm interviews class obs. report
interview tapes, notes, partial
transcripts
Nov. 6 collect plans part. observation journal
midterm interviews class transcript Nov. 6
interview tapes, notes, partial
transcripts
Nov. 7 give back plans for part journal
observation; discussion class transcript Nov. 7
Nov. 8 journal
Nov. 9 journal
wk8 Nov. 12 collect part observation report journal
part obs. report
Nov. 13 journal
Nov. 14 give back class observation reportjournal
Nov. 15 give back part. obs. report journal
assign web discussion #2 class transcript Nov. 15
Nov. 16 journal
wk9 Nov. 19 web discussion #2 due journal
assign partners for web discussionweb discussion entries
response class transcript Nov. 19
Nov. 20 debate prep.
Nov. 21 web discussion responses due class transcript Nov. 21
assign audio journal #2
Nov. 22,23no class/Thanksgiving
wklONov. 26 audio journal #2 due; debate prep.transcripts for audio journal #2
Nov. 27 final exam
Nov. 28,29debates
Nov. 30 last dayFinally, I conducted a number of midterm and follow-up interviews
with individual students outside of class. Following typical procedures for
ethnographic interviewing (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Lindlof, 1995), I focused
all interviews around open-ended questions and topics, instead of using
structured questionnaires. In this way, I invited my students to talk freely
about their experiences and perspectives. Each interview lasted
approximately 30 minutes and was audiotaped. I listened to all the tapes
and took extensive notes on the ideas and topics explored in each
interview. Following Strauss and Corbin's (1990) recommendation for
selective transcribing, I coded these notes and identified several sentences
and paragraphs that related to emerging themes in the data. Those
selected portions of the interviews were then transcribed for further
analysis.
During the first phase of the study, while the students were enrolled
in my ESL class, I conducted midterm interviews with 21 students. These
interviews focused on the students' perceived benefits and limitations of the
Language Research Project, their experiences and individual approaches
for completing the project, and their preliminary research findings.
During the second phase of the study, after completion of the course,
I contacted all the students who remained on campus and invited them to
participate in follow-up interviews. Ten of these students accepted my93
invitation. These students were asked to signa second informed-consent
form (see Appendix B). A total of 18 follow-up interviewswere conducted
with these ten students during the winter and spring terms of 2002 (see
Table 3.4). Eight students were interviewed once. Two studentswere
interviewed multiple times: Yutaka (four interviews) and Amy (six
interviews). These follow-up interviews had the purpose to extend the
students' process of systematic observation and reflexive analysis. As they
transitioned into academic coursework in their major fields of study, these
ten students were asked to continue to reflect on and to evaluate their daily
interactions with classmates, professors and other members of the
university community.
Table 3.4: Summary of follow-up interviews
Winter 2002 (9 interviews) Spring 2002 (9 interviews)
Name Date Name Date
Yutaka 1/14/02 Amy 4/17/02
1/28/02 5/1/02
2/22/02 5/16/02
3/8/02
Amy 2/6/02 Kim 5/20/02
2/20/02
3/6/02
Hong 1/17/02 Keon Ho 5/20/02
Budi 1/30/02 Jae 5/20/02
Liana 5/20/02
Mark 5/22/02
Akiko 5/22/02
Totals:
Total number of follow-up interviews: 18
Total number of students interviewed: 10 (8 students were interviewed once;
1 student was interviewed 4 times; 1 student was interviewed 6 times)Data from these interviews provided me with helpful longitudinal
information. In addition, these follow-up interviewsgave me valuable
opportunities for member-checking: Many of my questions to the students
involved particular concepts and themes which had emerged frommy
preliminary analysis of the classroom data.
Data analysis
Data analysis in both ethnographic and action research followsa
cyclical and funneling process. Fieldwork, transcriptions, analysis and
theory-building all happen at the same time, but at different rates of
progress. As Patton (1990) remarks, in qualitative research "there is
typically not a precise point at which data collection ends and analysis
begins" (p. 377). Both the students and I collected and analyzeddata in
cycles, which enabled us to explore themes collaborativelyas they
emerged throughout the study.
The students used several techniques for data analysis. Asnoted
earlier, they utilized Hymes' (1972a) SPEAKING framework for data
collection. This framework then served asa heuristic device for them to
reflect on their research questions and to develop theories aboutlanguage
use based on their observations. In addition, the students engaged in
individual and collaborative reflexive analysis through audiojournals, web
discussions and whole-group class discussions. They reflectedon their own95
English language skills and considered how other English speakers
perceived them as communicators. They also shared research findings,
exchanged points-of-view, and provided assistance and encouragement to
each other. Chapter 4 provides a detailed illustration of the students'
research process.
As teacher-researcher, I also simultaneously conducted ethnography
and completed the action research cycle, since I used my students' and my
own observations as a basis for reflection on and improvement of my
teaching practice. I used the "constant comparative method" (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, P. 62) for making sense of the data, which involves sorting,
coding, prioritizing and connecting pieces of data according to recurring
patterns and themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).
My first step in the data analysis process was to organize the
copious amounts of raw data that I had collected throughout the study: the
students' observation reports, the web discussion entries, the audio journal
transcripts, my lesson plans, the entries from my teacher-researcher's
journal, the transcripts from class sessions and the partial transcripts from
the midterm and follow-up interviews. After transforming most of the data
into electronic text (i.e., transcribing audiotapes and word-processing
students' worksheets), I catalogued all data texts into several three-ring
binders for easy reference. I then read and reread the whole data setseveral times, looking for recurring regularities and patterns, keeping in
mind the research questions that were guiding the study. I utilized the
margin coding method (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) to generate initial codes for
themes that emerged from this preliminary analysis.
After this preliminary exploration of the data, I utilized QSR N6
(2002) software for qualitative analysis to perform an in-depth examination
of the data. This computer program facilitates data management and theory
building through the "code and retrieve process" (Richards & Richards,
1994, p. 446), which enables the researcher to code and re-codepassages
of data according to emerging schemes of interpretation, and to retrieve
identically-coded passages for further examination and analysis. I entered
all data texts and initial codes into the computer program and generated
printed reports for each code. I then examined and re-examined these
printed reports and refined the coding categories, often collapsing twoor
more codes or creating new codes for concepts that would emerge through
further analysis. I also explored relationships among codes, and developed
broad categories to group together related sub codes. I repeated this
analytic inductive procedure several times, trying to develop an
understanding of how knowledge was constructed over time in my
classroom.97
From this process of analysis, I attempted to builda "grounded
theory" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,p. 23) of my interpretations, which was
derived directly from the data but was also informed by my social
constructivist beliefs and by my understanding of the extant literature. In the
end, my grounded theory integrated five major areas: (I) the classroom
tasks, artifacts and teaching strategies; (2) the collaborative dialogue
among students and teacher; (3) the students' reflections about self and the
other; (4) the students' evaluation of their experiences; and (5) the teacher-
researcher's reflections. A discussion of findings related to each of these
areas is provided in Chapters 4 through 8.
Criteria for evaluating interpretations
Data in traditional positivist research are typically evaluated for their
reliability and validity. Reliability refers to the stability of the research
procedures; it is determined, for example, by the extent to which research
instruments can yield the same results time after time. Concepts of internal
and external validity measure the extent to which a researcher's claims
provide an accurate description of the phenomenon being studied, and
evaluate how descriptions of one group can be generalized to other groups.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) have pointed out that criteria defined from
one epistemological perspective are not appropriate for evaluating research
conducted from another perspective. In interpretive research, sinceobserved actions change over time and are profoundly affected by the
individual experiences of the participants and researcher, the reliability
criterion is not useful. Criteria for internal and external validity are also
unhelpful. Interpretive research assumes a world with multiple realities, so a
single correct description of phenomena is by definition impossible to
achieve. In addition, interpretive studies focus on social actions that are
situated in time and place, so generalizations are not desirable goals.
Instead of criteria for verifying reliability and validity, Lincoln and
Guba (1985) argue for strategies that establish "trustworthiness" (p. 289) in
qualitative research. As Kincheloe and McLaren (1998) observe, the
concept of trustworthiness is helpful for qualitative studies "because it
signifies a different set of assumptions about research procedures" (p. 287)
than those used for positivist research. Several strategies were used to
ensure the trustworthiness of the present research study:
Triangulation of data: Multiple sources of data were collected and
analyzed, including classroom materials (e.g., observation reports,
web discussion entries, audio journals), interviews, and a teacher-
researcher's journal.
Member-checking: Preliminary findings from the data analysis were
discussed during the follow-up interviews. These conversations I had
with students regarding my interpretations of their perspectivesprovided me with additional insights to re-examine and to refinemy
understandings.
Reflexivity: My collaborative discussions with the students (during
the class and the follow-up interviews), as well as my research
journal, were used to incorporate reflexivity into the data analysis.
Prolonged engagement: This study was conducted over the period of
one academic year (i.e., three academic quarters). Participant-
observation in all class sessions (approximately 63 classroom hours)
during the first quarter, in addition to repeated follow-up interviews
during two subsequent quarters, helped achieve "heightened
confidence" (Lindlof, 1995, p. 242) about the findings and the
conclusions reported here.
.Thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973): In my discussion of findings in the
following chapters, I provide rich details about the events, behaviors
and the language used by the participants. I also include numerous
excerpts from the data in an effort to make my interpretations
somewhat transparent to the reader.
Catalytic validity: Lather (1991) defines catalytic validity as "the
degree to which the research process re-orients, focuses and
energizes participants toward knowing reality in order to transform it"
(p. 68). Given the collaborative and participatory nature of this study,100
catalytic validity was an important goal. This concept is explored
further in Chapters 7 and 8.
Limitations
This study was based on the experiences of 23 international
students while enrolled in a university-based ESL course, andon the
additional perspectives of ten of these students who agreed to participate in
follow-up interviews for two subsequent quarters. The findings described
here represent the experiences and perspectives of a group of students
during only one year of academic study. Aspects of diversity within the
group included gender, graduate/undergraduate status, academic majors,
nationality (nine different countries) and English language proficiency (as
measured by course grades and TOEFL scores). This group of students
cannot be assumed to be representative of international students enrolled
in university intensive English programs. For this reason, I madean effort to
describe carefully the context and the methodology of this study and to
provide extended quotes representing the students' voices. It ismy hope
that these rich and detailed descriptions will help readers decide whetheror
not (or how much) they can transfer the findings reported here to theirown
contexts and situations.
My involvement as a teacher, participant and researcher in this study
meant that my own subjectivity influenced every aspect of the research101
journey, from designing the course and teaching it, to collecting data and
analyzing results. Undoubtedly, my beliefs and values about ESL
pedagogy, as well as my past experiences as a language learner and
teacher had a direct impact on the outcomes of this study. However,
instead of trying to eliminate the effects of my subjectivity on the study, I
have attempted to "acknowledge and take into account [my] own biasesas
a method for dealing with them" (Bogdan & BikIen, 1998, p. 34). Through
constant self-reflection, I tried to become aware of how my attitudes and
opinions influenced my interpretations. At the same time, I strived to keep
an open mind so I would be informed by my data and I would learn and
grow from this research experience.
Summary of Chapter 3
This chapter has discussed the research methodology used in this
study. It presented the research questions guiding the study, and it provided
descriptions of the participants and setting. In addition, it described
methods for data collection and analysis, as well as the criteria used to
ensure trustworthiness. Finally, it discussed possible limitations of the
study. A discussion of findings from this study is presented in Chapters 4
through 8.102
CHAPTER 4: USING ROUTINE TASKS, ARTIFACTS AND STRATEGIES
TO SUPPORT CRITICAL INQUIRY
In this chapter, I first present an overview of the researchprocess
followed by the students as they engaged in collaborative interactions and
participated in the activities that surrounded theLanguageResearch
Project. Ithen provide a description of the routine tasks, artifacts and
teaching strategies that were used to foster critical inquiry in the classroom.
Introduction
A number of recent research studies have attempted to describe the
nature of classroom life (e.g., Floriani, 1994; Lee, 2001; Putney et al., 2000;
Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992). These studies have
demonstrated that classrooms are complex sociolinguistic contexts, where
students and teacher build a system of common practicesover time through
their participation in recurring activities. This system of shared practices
contributes to shape the culture of a classroom, which is "constituted
through talk, routine [tasksj and artifacts" (Lee, 2001,p. 115).
This dissertation describes a particular culture of inquiry thatwas
built over time in one classroom. To illustrate the quality of the intellectual
activity that occurred among the students and teacher, I analyze specific
practices in the classroom. I describe the tasks and artifacts used to
support learning, and examine the patterns of interaction that encourageda103
high degree of student engagement, collaboration and self-awareness. I
focus my analysis on several activities surrounding one particular project
carried out by the students during the course: the Language Research
Project.
As noted in Chapter 3, my analysis of the data was conducted in
view of three research questions: (1) What are my students' research
processes and personal perspectives as they work on the Language
Research Project? (2) How do my students' perceptions of communicative
practices in the university community evolve and impact their self-
appraisals concerning their language learning? (3) How does what I learn
from this study inform my classroom practice?
Regarding the first and the second research questions, an
examination of the data reveals that students' perspectives and research
processes evolved over time through their participation in regular and
repeated activities orchestrated by the teacher. Four themes related to
these research questions emerged from the data analysis, which are
discussed in this and in subsequent chapters: using routine tasks,
artifacts and strategies to support critical inquiry (chapter 4); building
community through collaborative dialogue (chapter 5); developing
awareness of self and the other (chapter 6); and evaluating experience
(chapter 7).104
In chapter 8, teacher-researcher's reflections, I focus on the third
research question. In this chapter I examine my own learning as a teacher
and researcher.
Throughout my discussion, I alternate between the roles of teacher
and researcher. In describing my actions in the classroom, I use the first
person to portray my role as a teacher. However, when I adopt the
researcher's voice, I shift point of view. I use the first person to refer to
myself as a researcher and the third person to refer to "the teacher."
Before I proceed to describe my findings, however, I providea
description of one student's research process over time, illustratingmany of
the activities and interactions that surrounded the Language Research
Project. This description is offered in an effort to build an "exemplar"
(Lindlof, 1995, p. 229) of the recurring patterns that contributed to shape
classroom culture. I draw from several data sources to provide the reader
with a broad understanding of the context in which this studywas
conducted. I choose to focus on one particular student, Kim, because her
research process embodies many of the themes discussed in the following
chapters.
Setting the stage: Kim's research process
As discussed in Chapter 3, the Language Research Project
incorporated methods of both ethnography and action research. Students105
conducted ethnographic observations in the university community; at the
same time, they followed action research cycles involving planning,
observing, interpreting, reflecting and acting. Table 4.1 presentsa summary
of Kim's research process and includes excerpts of data illustrating the
progression of her reasoning over time. Intended as an exemplar, this
summary is representative of the research process followed by many of the
students, but is by no means inclusive of all activities performed by Kim (or
other students) throughout the course. What follows isa discussion of these
representative activities. The reader is asked to refer to the data texts in
Table 4.1 to follow the discussion.
Formulating a research question
Several assignments in the beginning of the term involved
preliminary observations and reflections to aid in the formulation of
students' individual research questions for their projects (see Appendix C,
LRP worksheets 2, 3, and 4). Students were encouraged to devise
questions that were relevant to their personal needs and interests. As
novice researchers, many of the students did not grasp the concept ofa
research question at first. Some of the students formulated initial questions
that were either too broad or impossible to answer through ethnographic
observation, so with assistance from the teacher, they worked to narrow
their focus and to sharpen their understandings.106
Table 4.1: Kim's research process
Action research cycle #1
I
Formulating a research question
Plan On my research project I want to observe how people disagreed with a person
and how people react when their opinion was rejected. (Audio journal #1,
10/15/01)
Accessing prior experiences
Reflect The reason why/choose the first question is because/have wondered about
that question. When/was in high school in Korea, my teacher was very strict.
She didn't allow to us to make another opinion, so... we couldn'texpress our
opposite opinion in classroom.... So now here I wanted to know how American
people express their opinion which is opposite with others, and so how people
react when their opinion was rejected. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Engaging in reflexive analysis
When I know the topic well or I already have some information about that, I feel
comfortable and I can talk about it easily. But as I don't have any knowledge
about that, I feel uncomfortable and nervous.... I should get used to using
English and then I should enrich my vocabulary and learn how toexpress it well.
(Web discussion #1, 10/7/01)
Generating hypotheses
I want to see how people express their opinion when they want to disagree... with
other people.... People can say: "Oh, I don't think so ...... They can make some
expression to express their thoughts, or they can just make some gestures, they
don't have to use any words. (Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Conducting ethnographic observations
ObserveI could find two interaction which is related to my research question. When the
speaker asked question, the student answered. At that time, the speaker didn't
say no directly. She said "Sometimes it's right but I think..." and then the student
said "Sorry, but I think..." and then she said "Oh, that could be .... and then they
laughed together. They expressed their opinion which is opposite each other
very friendly.... The speaker and the student expressed their opinion amicably....
When the speaker (teacher) thought the answer of one student was wrong, she
didn't say no directly.(Non-participantobservation report, 10/29/01)
Theory building
InterpretThey expressed their opposite opinion indirectly. They hardly say "no." For
example, they usually... said .... Sometimes it's like, but sometimes,. .."or "It
could be possible, but sometimes..."like that. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
I think what I observe to do my research question is an interaction between
teacher and students. So there might not be any anger and must be polite when
they are talking.... So I could know that people express their opinion when they
disagree with each other, they spoke very gently, and didn't express their
opposite opinion directly.(Non-participant observationreport, 10/29/01)107
Table 4.1: Kim's research process (continued)
Action research cycle #2
I
Revising the research question
Observe While this workshop,/hardly find the thing which is related to my research
question. But I could find new thing during people's interaction. So I changedmy
Act research question to "How people interrupt while other person is speaking?"
(Participantobservationreport, 11/12/01).
Conducting ethnographic observations
Observe While the man was speaking, one woman seemed to interrupt because she
opened her mouth oftenly to interrupt, but she couldn't find the chance and when
the man stop talking, she added something. And few minutes later, when the
man was talking, she wanted to interrupt and talked to man "Can I?" but he didn't
seem to give a chance to her. And then woman said, "Go ahead." And the man
was keeping to talk. It was very interesting to me. Also when man wanted to
interrupt while the woman was speaking, he took a chance to interrupt while she
had paused. (Participant observation report, 11/12/01).
Theory building
InterpretI think at the time... the man has more authority than women. So ... maybe the
gender had influenced to them. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
People can or can't interrupt by the consent of person who is speaking. Also
he/she can get a chance to interrupt while the other person had pause. And they
didn't look upset when they were interrupted by other person. I think that it is
because most of case, person interrupted to support the other's opinion. And it
was helpful to students to understand well by other person's interruption.
(Participantobservationreport, 11/12/01).
Engaging in collaborative dialogue
Reflect Of course, your observations were conducted in public academic settings. You
might have observed different types of behavior in different settings, right?
(Maria's response to Kim, web discussion #2, 11/26/01)
It is very interesting things which you could find. In my country of Japan people
do not interrupt talking and do not disagree directly. When I came here, it was
first things to notice between American and Japanese. So, I really agree your
conclusion. (Natsuki's response to Kim, web discussion #2, 11/21/01)
Reevaluating preconceived assumptions
Before (started my... research project, I had some kind of prejudice.... I thought
that American people want to insist their opinion. I think they will not accept the
others' opinions easily. But it was wrong. People. ..accepted the others'
opinion very well and easily.... and they laughed. They assured each other very
gently, politely and friendly.... And also they expressed their opposite opinion
indirectly. They hardly say "no." (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Evaluating the project and planning for future action
Plan From this research project, I learned a skill how to make... a conversation with
for native speakers more naturally than before, and... how I can express my
action opposite opinion, or how can I react when people disagreed with my opinion.
And now I have one plan. Actually my second research question was based just
on one kind of conversation, so/think that it's not enough.. ..l want to find
another conversation, and/want to make a conclusion. (Audio journal #2,
11/26/01)As seen in Table 4.1, by the end of the third week of thecourse, Kim has
formulated a research question that has a specific focus and that is
observable. She chooses to observe and analyze how disagreementsoccur
in the U.S. university classroom.
Accessing prior experiences
Throughout the project, students were encouraged to connect what
they were observing and learning to their existing knowledge and previous
experiences. Kim's choice of research topic is elicited bya past experience
in her native Korea: the fact that she was not allowed toexpress opposing
points of view in her high school classroom. Since differences ofopinion are
common in U.S. classrooms, Kim uses theLanguage Research Projectas
an opportunity to learn how teachers and students express disagreements
in English. Clearly, this research area has significant implications forKim's
academic future, since she plans to study inan American university. By
connecting her chosen research question to a prior experience anda future
need, Kim establishes personal relevance for her study, which isan
important criterion for action research.
Engaging in reflexive analysis
Several activities throughout the course invited students toexamine
themselves, reflecting on their own difficulties and feelings wheninteracting109
in English (see Appendix C, LRP worksheets 3, 4, 8, 10, 11, and 12). Kim
reflects on aspects of interactions that assist (or hinder) her ability to
communicate in English. This process of self-analysis helped students build
an awareness of different factors that affect communication, including
limitations related to their own performance and the (lack of) cooperation of
others in the community. Self-reflection helped students to gain
"experiential understanding" (Stake, 1995,p. 37) and to develop insights for
interpretation of their data.
Generating hypotheses
Before engaging in field research, Kim discusses her hypotheses,
her predictions about what she is likely to observe. She speculates that
disagreements in English are conveyed through expressions such as "I
don't think so,"or through nonverbal means such as gestures. By analyzing
her hunches, she can guard against bias when conducting observations
and interpreting findings. This is an important step of the research process
because, as seen below, she will later dispel one of her preconceived
assumptions when analyzing her results.
Conducting ethnographic investigations (cycle #1)
Kim demonstrates an excellent ability to notice and observe the
details of an interaction. Table 4.1 shows a short excerpt from her extensive110
field notes, in which she carefully describes segments of talk and observes
behaviors that are directly related to her research question. She records the
particular language of disagreement used by participants ("Sometimes it's
right but/ think..
.'9,participants' actions ("they laughed together"), and the
general tone of the interaction("friendly")
Theory building (cycle #1)
When analyzing her data, Kim begins to theorize about the patterns
that are operating in the interactions she has observed. She notes that
disagreements in English are expressed indirectly and in a cordialway
("They hardly saidno").She also describes linguistic structures used in
disagreements (e.g., "It could be possible, but..."). Kim's analysis is
particularly insightful, since it matches the findings of discourse analysts
such as McCarthy (1991), who claim that "native speakers usually preface
disagreement...in English with partial agreement ('yes, but...') and with
softeners" (p. 121). By examining real data, Kim notices the subtleness of
English disagreements, a feature which she would not have learned
through most textbooks. As McCarthy (1998) points out, ESL textbooks
tend to teach overly simplistic formulae for speech acts, suchas "I disagree
with you" (p. 19).
Kim also alludes to an important variable that cannot be overlooked
in her analysis: the role of the participants in her study. Since she observed111
interactions between teacher and students, there was a clearpower
differential among her participants. Kim cautiously notes that the
indirectness in the disagreements she observed may have been influenced
by this fact. She is searching for "rival explanations" (Burns, 1999,p. 165)
of her interpretations.
Revising the research question
Most students kept the same research question throughout the
project, exploring their topics in more depth with each observation.
However, a few students, including Kim, chose to revise and reformulate
their research questions, thus starting a new cycle in their action research.
As Kim explains, she was intrigued during one of her observations by the
way participants interrupted each other; therefore, she decided to shift her
research focus to investigate the topic of interruptions further.
Conducting ethnographic observations (cycle #2)
Kim's field notes for her subsequent observation are again full of rich
detail. She carefully describes participants' use of body language ("she
opened her mouth")and records specific expressions ("Can I.. .?") used for
turn-taking during the interaction.112
Theory building (cycle #2)
When reviewing her field notes, Kim observesan interesting fact:
During the interaction the male speaker interruptedmore often than the
females. She attributes this behavior to gender andpower differences,
reflecting that men have 'more authority' thanwomen.
Kim also reflects on several important features of communicative
interactions related to interruptions and overlaps. She remarksthat
interruptions may occur with or without the consent of the speaker;that
pauses in speech are natural places for interruptions to occur; and that
interruptions are welcome when used to supportor extend the speaker's
opinions and ideas. For someone withno prior training in ethnographic
research or discourse analysis, Kim shows keen observationabilities and a
sophisticated understanding of communication theory.
Engaging in collaborative dialogue
Built into the design of the Language Research Projectwere many
opportunities for the teacher and students toengage in collaborative
dialogue about students' research processes and findings, andto provide
feedback to each other.
Table 4.1 shows two excerpts froma class web discussion. In the
first excerpt, the teacher encourages Kim to consideranother variable
which may have influenced her conclusion thatdisagreements in English113
are expressed in a polite and friendly manner. She notes that Kim's
observations were conducted in a public academic setting (i.e.,a
classroom) and asks Kim to reflect on how a different setting (e.g.,a more
private setting) may have affected her results. The teacher in thisway is
encouraging Kim to evaluate critically her interpretations of the data.
The second excerpt shows a response from Natsuki, another student
in the class. Based on Kim's findings, Natsuki compares disagreements and
interruptions in English and in Japanese. She praises Kim for her
"interesting" results and says that she "rea/l' agrees with her conc'usions.
Clearly, both Kim and Natsuki profit from this collaborative exchange. Kim
likely feels validated by her classmate's positive comments. Natsuki,on the
other hand, is stimulated to think about the way English speakers disagree
and interrupt, and to make connections to prior knowledge by reflectingon
communicative styles in Japanese, her native language.
Reevaluating preconceived assumptions
Kim examines her own subjectivity and reevaluates previously held
assumptions. As she observes, before she started her research she had
believed that Americans were much more assertive and forceful in
expressing their opinions ("IthoughtAmerican people want to insist their
opinion").In fact, as seen above, she had hypothesized that direct
expressions of disagreement such as "Idon't think so"would be common in114
her observations. However, her data indicate quite the opposite. In the
university classrooms where Kim conducted her research, people reacted
to opposing viewpoints in a polite and cordial manner, and disagreed with
each other "indirectly." It is evident that Kim's researchprocess has helped
her examine her own biases and to change preconceived assumptions.
Evaluating the prolect and planning for future action
At the end of the course, all students were encouraged to evaluate
the project and to plan a strategy for future improvement of skills. Kim
reviews what she has learned about disagreements and interruptions in
English. Additionally, she makes plans to continue with her research
because some of her conclusions "were based on only one observation."
Clearly, Kim is aware of the need to triangulate her data. She plans to
continue her inquiry on her own, after the course is over.
Shaping classroom culture
The description above illustrates the different practices that shaped
Kim's process of systematic inquiry in this classroom. Asan undergraduate
student and a newcomer to the U.S., Kim had no previous experience with
the techniques of ethnography or action research. Still, through questioning,
reflecting, observing and discussing with others, shewas able to develop
sophisticated understandings about the nature of interactions in U.S.115
classrooms, about her own abilities to communicate in English, andabout
the process of conducting empirical research itself. Learningwas
meaningful to her because she was able to make choices basedon
personal experiences. She observed real languageuse in a context that
was directly relevant to her future needs.
I argue in this dissertation that a culture of collaborative inquirywas
developed over time in this classroom, which fostered Kim's (and other
students') active engagement and knowledge transformation. The
Language Research Projectaimed to enhance students' awareness on two
levels: an awareness of how language is used in natural contexts, andan
awareness of students' own ability to communicate within these contexts.
Hence, classroom activities moved students from "noticing the language, to
understanding it, and then to using it appropriately," whichare said to
produce "optimal opportunities for second language acquisition" (Johnson,
1995, p. 85).
The description of Kim's research process providesa broad picture
of the quality of the intellectual inquiry that took place in this classroom.
However, to obtain a more precise understanding of how knowledgewas
constructed among students and teacher over time, it is necessary to
examine closely "the ordinary discursive and social practices" of this
particular setting (Green & Dixon, 1994,p. 234). Drawing from activity116
theory (Leontiev, 1981), Lee (2001) remarks that classroom practicescan
be understood through an analysis of everyday classroom activities and
artifacts, as well as a consideration of teacher's and students' motives and
perspectives. Below I provide a close examination of the routine tasks,
artifacts and teaching strategies that were used to foster critical inquiry in
this classroom. A discussion of students' and teacher's goals and
perspectives is interwoven within the narrative in this chapter and in
subsequent ones.
Tasks and artifacts
TheLanguage Research Projectprovided students with a variety of
opportunities to grasp the complexities of communicative practices in the
university discourse community. As an open-ended project, it encouraged
students to examine questions through "continual evaluation of beliefs,
assumptions, and hypotheses against existing data and against other
plausible interpretations of the data" (King & Kitchener, 1994,p. 7). Thus,
the project was designed in accordance with constructivist learning
principles, since it promoted "cognitive flexibility" through the consideration
of "multiple truths" or "multiple knowledge representations" (Spiro, Feltovich,
Jacobson, & Coulson, 1991,p. 24). The project was organized around
several tasks (e.g., reflections, observations, discussions) thatwere built on
each other progressively and that were supported by different typesof117
artifacts (e.g., computer technology, audiotapes). Lee (2001) associates
these routine class tasks and artifacts with tools that mediate thinking.
These tools, in a Vygotskian sense, serve not only to support mental activity
but also to change and expand the possibilities of thought.
Table 4.2 below presents a summary of the main tasks and artifacts
comprising the Language Research Project. Artifacts entail not only
material tools but also "ideal (conceptual)" tools such as graphic organizers
and reflective questions (Cole, 1996,p. 117). These activities and artifacts
guided students to make choices about topics to explore and about
methods to use in their explorations. They also encouraged students to
examine critically their own beliefs, assumptions and skills, and to observe
ordinary events in the community through different perspectives and points
of view. Amy, one of the students, describes how these tasks and artifacts
supported her process of critical inquiry:
From the Language Research Project, what I/earned is
attitude, / mean, when I face a thing..., / learned how to think
in different aspects or directions, and / learned how to analyze
it in different ways or sides. And I also learned how to use
different ways, or different methods, different equipments to
find out what I want to know. So, I think the attitude is very,
very important to me in my life... I think in everyone's life
because life is a learning.., process. And. ..the learning will
be continued without end....So, the method, the ways, the
procedures we use will influence how much we will get. (Audio
journal #2, 11/26/01)118
Amy is able to capture the essence of mediated knowledge
construction. She believes that the project encouraged her to change her
"attitude," to think critically, or to "think in different aspects or directions.., in
different ways or sides." She specifically mentions how she used the
project's activities ("different ways, or different methods") and artifacts
("different equipments") to conduct her investigation ("to find out what / want
to know'). She is aware of how the activities and artifacts themselves acted
as mediating tools to expand her thinking ("the method, the ways, the
procedures we use will influence how much we will get"). For Amy, this
ability to engage in critical inquiry is the foundation of lifelong learning ('life
is a learning.., process. And. ..the learning will be continued without end")
Amy recognizes that the quality of the learning that took place in this
classroom was significantly enhanced by the use of different tasks and
artifacts.
What follows is a discussion of the tasks and artifacts used by
students throughout the Language Research Project. Combined, they
provided repeated opportunities for students to use different modes of
discourse, both spoken and written. Equally important, they encouraged
students to engage in ongoing critical inquiry.119
Table 4.2: Language Research Project tasks and artifacts
Tasks Sample questions/prompts Other artifacts
Record detai/s of all interactions with written worksheets
Self-observation English speakers in the community for data collection grid
log two days. Reflect on difficulties,
feelings.
What types of conversations and computers
Web discussion #1discussions in English do you usually Internet technology
participate in? Which types are
most//east comfortable?
Strategies used? Compare/contrast
interactions in English to interactions in
native language. Set goals for future
learning.
Reflect on themes of web discussion. audiotapes
Audio journal #1 Identify topics to explore further. tape recorders
Choose a speech situation. Formulate a
Formulation of research question.
research question
Note details of interactions. Use writtenworksheets
Non-participant SPEAKING framework for description. SPEAKING grid
observation Reflect on research question, using videotapes
data to support statements. camcorder
Class observation
Participant
observation
Write a summary of your findings, computers
Web discussion #2Describe and compare all three Internet technology
observations. Reflect on research
question. Reflect on personal
experiences during observations. State
conclusions, using data to support
claims.
Discuss and assess the project as a audiotapes
Audio journal #2 whole. Reflect on your experiences taperecorders
during observations. Discuss plans for
future action.120
Observations
As described in Chapter 3, the Language Research Project
was designed around a series of observations conducted by the students in
the university community. The first observation assignment involved a self-
observation log, where students recorded all their interactions in English for
two days (see Appendix C, LRP worksheet 2). The goal of this assignment
was to help students explore different aspects of interactions and to identify
topics of interest for an initial research question. Subsequent observations
included a non-participant observation, a classroom observation and a
participant observation (see Appendix C, LRP worksheets 7, 8, and 10).
During the non-participant observation, students acted solely as
observers, simply taking field notes during the interactions but not
participating. For the classroom observation, students analyzed a
videotaped presentation and discussion in which they had participated
during our ESL class. During the participant observation, students observed
and participated in an interaction outside of our class. The goal was for
students to analyze speaking practices related to their research question
first (through the non-participant observation), and then to attempt to
participate in some of these practices both in and out of our classroom
(through their classroom and participant observations).121
The main artifact used by students for their observationswas Hymes'
(1972a) SPEAKING framework, which focuseson eight components of a
speech event: Situation (setting and scene); Participants (age, roles,
gender, ethnicity); Ends (purposes and outcomes); Actsequence (message
form and message content); Key (tone, manner, spirit of the
communication); Instrumentalities (channels and forms of communication);
Norms of interaction (rules for participation); and Genre (type of event). This
framework helped students to notice and describe the subtle complexities of
the contexts they were observing.
Edgar's data collection grid completed during his non-participant
observation (shown in Table 4.3) illustrates the quality of the field notes
taken by the students.
Table 4.3: Edgar's data collection grid
S The site is a classroom with long tables and comfortable chairs.
Setting There is an overhead, blackboard, pictures and maps hanging
(Description of the place. on the wall.
Seating arrangements, size of-To discuss the topic, we joined three large tables putting the
room, objects, etc. Good idea chairs in semicircular shape. This arrangement let us to see
to draw a map) each other and to talk face to face.
One of the participant brought very sweet and nice cakes,
which were taken by each participant before to star the
seminar.
The classroom is big, very lighting and comfortable.
p There were ten people; two of them were professors and 8
Participants graduate students of the Rangelands Resources Department.
(Description of the people. Three women and seven men. The ages varied between 30 to
Gender, age, educational 55 years old.
level, role, ethnic -An important characteristic of the group was that everyone
background, native country) comes from different parts of the USA, Canada, one Arabic
country, and Mexico.
The students are studying their M.Sc. or PhD in different field
and research project.122
Table 4.3: Edgar's data collection grid (continued)
E The general goal of the seminar is to discuss a topic related to
Ends rangelands resources and every one has to read the articles
(Purpose of the event. Goals before attends the seminar to be able to understand and
and motivations of each participate during the discussion.
participant) The other goal is to improve the skill presentation in front of a
discussion group.
To improve the skills to summarize a topic and to present the
main ideas and to give critical observation about the scientific
method_used_and_other_important_aspects.
A a)To attend the meeting, everyone has to read the two articles to
Act sequence be discussed. One person summarizes the topic of each article
(Language form and topic of following the structure of the article. The person, who presents
conversation) the topic, complements the information with additional sources
or examples about his experience and his knowledge.
b)There is a coordinator, who is an expert, to complement the
ideas or ask questions to the assistants or for clarification.
c)During the presentation everyone is free to ask questions.
d)After the presentation, the discussion takes place. This part of
the seminar is very important because the assistants express
their point of view, their agreement or disagreement about the
method, and the results of the research.
K The spirit of communication is serious; there exist rules that
Key everyone must follow (time, content of the presentation, etc.).
(Tone or spirit of However, at the same time, the environment is sumptuous, we feel
communication. Serious? free to participate and we know each other.
Formal? Informal?)
I The presentation and discussion of the topic is oral and the person
Instrumentalities who present the summary use some notes, pictures or some
(Written language? Oral publication to show the assistants.
language?)
N The seminar must star on time. In one hour, it is discussed two
Norms of interaction scientific articles. Everyone has to pay attention during the
(Rules for participation) presentation and to raise his/her hand to participate.
The assistants have to read the articles before the meeting.
We feel comfortable during the meeting because we know each
other and before or after the meeting we talk something
additional.
G The seminar is for discussing articles related to scientific research
Genre in rangelands resources.
(Type of activity. Class?
Meeting? Party?)
During the observation, Edgar uses the SPEAKING grid to guide his
description of the interactional context. In describing the setting, Edgar123
notes several features of the place: the furniture (e.g., "long tablesand
comfortable chairs"), the equipment (e.g.,"overhead"),the objects (e.g.,
"picturesandmaps hanging on the waif'), the room arrangement (e.g.,
"semicircular shape"), the food ("sweetandnice cakes"), the room size
("big") and even the lighting in the room ("verylighting").In describing the
participants, Edgar comments on the number of people ("ten people"), their
roles ("professors," "graduatestudents"),their ages ("30 to 55 years olcf'),
and their nationalities ("USA,Canada,one Arabic country and Mexico"). In
describing the ends (purposes) of the interaction, Edgar notes the aim of
the activity ("to discuss a topic related to rangeiandsresources") and the
goals of the participants "(to improve the skillpresentation,""to
summarize," and "to give criticalobse,vation").In describing the act
sequence, Edgar outlines the sequence of speech acts of this particular
event: First, one person "summarizes the topic of each article;" then the
"coordinator.., complements the ideas or asksquestionsto the assistants;"
finally, "thediscussiontakes place." In explaining the key, or the tone of
communication, Edgar mentions that it is "serious." In describing the
instrumentalities, Edgar remarks that the discussion is "oral," but that
several other written and pictorial artifacts were used: "notes, pictures,or
somepublication."According to Edgar, some of the norms of interaction are124
that "the seminar must start on time, "everyone has to pay attention.., and
to raise his/her hand to participate." The genre of the activity is a "seminar."
The SPEAKING model served as an important artifact used by Edgar
for description and critical interpretation of interactions in English. Edgar's
subsequent analysis demonstrates how he was able to integrate several
components of this model in his interpretation of how explanationsare
given in graduate seminars in U.S. universities.
About my research question (how the people give
explanations in a seminar situation)...I could see different
manners to explain (showing pictures, reading papers, give a
background about the family story, etc).... The explanations
depend on the knowledge about the topic, the ability of the
person to manage the in formation, and the environment affect
the disposition for paying attention or participate (relax is
important crackers before the seminar is a good idea).
(Edgar, web discussion #2, 11/17/01)
In his analysis, Edgar reflects on the interconnectedness of several
components of the SPEAKING framework: the instrumentalities ('showing
pictures, reading papers, give a background about the family stor/'), the act
sequence ("the knowledge about the topic, the ability of the person to
manage the in formation") and the setting ("the environment affect the
disposition for paying attention or participate"). Clearly, the SPEAKING
model was a valuable artifact used by Edgar. By considering the multiple
features of a particular interactional context, Edgar (and the other students)125
could make predictions about meanings being exchanged andgenerate
hypotheses on how English speakers interact (Halliday & Hasan, 1989).
The excerpts below further illustrate the students' sophisticated
process of theory building about patterns of interactions in English based on
their observations. Porntipa describes patterns of interruptions in English:
/ obseive that one who hasquestionor wants to express his
or her idea always stares or makes eye contact to the speaker
first. It shows that he or she is ready to saysomething.Or
sometimes they will move theirbodya little bit and ready to
raise theirhands.... In addition, duringthediscussion, I
obseive that one who wants to interrupt always makesome
soundsbefore speaking such as, umm..., urr.. rr.., orraise his
or herhand.Also,ifothers agree with thatopinion,they
usuallynod,smile, or say.. ."yes..., um. .." for accepting.
Besides, ifthey don't agree, the room is more quiet and one
who wants to disagree will movebodya little bit and then say
somethinglike..." umm.. .but I think..."in the end ofspeaker's
sentencebefore the speaker will continue showing the idea.
(Class observation report, 11/5/01)
Porntipa's detailed description reveals several interesting features of the
interaction. She notices the body language (e.g., "makes eye contact,"
"move theirbodya little bit," "raise their hands") used to indicate that a
person is ready to talk, and the "back-channel responses" (Mccarthy, 1991,
p. 127) used to signal message acceptance and comprehension, such as
"nod,smile, or say... 'yes..., urn..." Porntipa also describes expressions
used to convey disagreement, such as "umm...but I think..."
Akiko describes her observations regarding "inteivals," or pauses in
speech, during interactions:126
From my observation, the speaker had intervals at least two
seconds before they speak important things or move to new
topics. Through the interval, speaker could make us pay
attention, and it shouldn't be too short or too long. I think it is
kind of technique, and it determines whether speaker make
people boring or not. I also realized that the intervals are in
connection with conjunct word such as "well", "let's see", or
"so" so on, and tone of voice. For example, before speaker
have interval, speaker always use conjunct word like
"well.....we're going to talk about.... ", and when speaker talk
about important things, their voice gets more louder and
higher. (Akiko, web discussion #2, 11/20/01)
Akiko's careful observation is evident in the description above. She
describes that the speaker uses pauses to emphasize the importance of an
upcoming utterance or to change topics ("before they speak important
things or move to new topics"). She also observes that the speaker uses
expressions such as "we/f' and "let's see," or raises the tone of voice before
a pause. In addition, Akiko determines that the pauses last only
approximately "two seconds;" in other words, they were not "too short or too
long." She concludes that pauses such as these serve to keep the
audience's attention ("it determines whether speaker make people boring or
not ").
The excerpts above illustrate the quality of the students'
ethnographic descriptions and interpretations. The SPEAKING model
helped the students to focus not only on the language being used in the
academic community, but also on other sociocultural aspects of the context
(e.g., intentions of participants, purposes of the interaction) that affect the127
outcomes of communication. In this way, the students were able to build
robust "situated theories" (Carbaugh & Hastings, 1992,P. 163) about
communicative practices in the academic community. As described later in
Chapter 6, the SPEAKING framework also servedas valuable tool for self-
reflection.
Web discussions
The students and I participated in two web discussions, one in the
beginning and another at the end of the term (see Appendix C, LRP
worksheets 3 and 11). The first web discussion was carried outsoon after
the students completed their self-observation logs. Students reflectedon
their own communicative abilities in English, engaged in dialogue with each
other and started identifying topics for their investigations. The second web
discussion took place after all three observations had been done. In this
discussion, the students summarized their findings and commented on
each other's research results. A set of prompts was provided to guide
students on their initial postings for each web discussion (see Table 4.2
above for examples of questions and prompts). After everyone had posted
their initial reflection to the web board, the students and I responded to
each other.128
In their early postings, a few students used the web board as a forum
to conduct informal chats with each other; for example, one of the students
responded to a classmate's initial reflection in this way:
/ also want to learn slang. If you learn it, please teach me.
(Keon Ho, web discussion #1, 10/08/01)
While I felt that such replies were potentially valuable for building cohesion
and camaraderie within the group, I did not want the web discussions to
become solely a medium for social communication. In class, I talked to the
students about the value of collaborative reflection and asked them to
compose responses which would encourage their classmates to extend
their thinking about the topics they were exploring. In order to ensure that
every student would receive a reply from a peer, I asked them to draw each
other's names from an envelope and to respond to the person whose name
they had picked. After this, the students' contributions to the web discussion
became much more thoughtful and useful, as seen in the example below
(and throughout this dissertation).
Because the web board (Nicenet, 1998) provided easy access to
everyone's reflections and responses, it became an effective artifact used
by students to appropriate each other's understandings and to extend their
own knowledge. In the excerpt below, Keon Ho demonstrates how he made
use of his classmates' comments on the web board (i.e., "Nicenef') in order
to reevaluate his beliefs about his own English skills.129
Until the Thursday, I have worried about my weak points;
however, when I read my classmates' opinionson Nicenet, I
realized that these weak points were not onlymy own weak
points because they also have some problems.... Half of the
students, about 12 students have the problem of expressing
their opinion. Some of the students, about 4 students, have
the problem of pronunciation. Others have the problems of
vocabulary, grammar and idioms. As a result, expressingmy
opinion is the main weak points to non-native speakers. (Keon
Ho, audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
By contrasting his own beliefs to those of his peers, Keon Ho is able to
dispel a previously held assumption about his abilities to communicate in
English ("I realized that these weak points were not onlymy own weak
points") and to reach conclusions about common difficulties experienced by
non-native English speakers ("expressing my opinion is the main weak
points to non-native speakers"). This type of analysis by Keon Howas
facilitated by the use of the web board as a tool for collaborative and critical
inquiry.
Audio journals
Both the audio journals and the web discussions were artifacts used
to extend learning beyond the classroom walls (see Appendix C, LRP
worksheets 4 and 12). The first audio journal had the purpose of guiding
students to formulate their research questions. The second audio journal
gave students a chance to evaluate the Language Research Project as a
whole, and to articulate their plans for future action (see Table 4.2 for130
examples of questions and prompts). The students recorded their
comments on an audio cassette, and I listened to their comments and
provided individual feedback on the same audio cassette.
Unlike the web discussions, the audio journals were a tool for private
dialogue between the individual students and me. Therefore, the language
used by students was usually informal, as seen in this excerpt of Fun Hee's
first audio journal:
Hi, Maria, how are you doing? Yesterday, despite the time /
spent in Woodburn, / was surprised / finished my homework
because I came back around 1:00 am in the morning. This
weekend was so fun! How about you? Anyway, right now I
want to talk about my observation interactions. My title is
compare women and men about who is more talkative. The
day before yesterday, I told you about this in [the coffee shop].
At that time, I just told you about my search, but you
responded that my search was great. So, I decided to use this
title. (Eun Hee, audio journal #1, 10/15/01).
Eun Hee's conversational tone is evident in the selection above. She starts
her journal with an informal greeting ("Hi, Maria, how are you doing?') anda
short narrative about her weekend. She then refers to a previous
conversation she had with me in the coffee shop about her research topic
("The day before yesterday, / told you about this..."). Eun Hee's casual style
reflects the intimate nature of the audio journal medium, which allowed for
more spontaneity and free expression (Dantas-Whitney, 2002).
The type of language used by students in the audio journals and in
the web discussions is likened to what Barnes (1975) refers to as131
"exploratory" talk, the "use of language to shape knowledge" (p. 108).
Barnes contrasts "exploratory" talk to "final draft" talk (p. 108); according to
him, when students engage in exploratory speech, they use language to
explore ideas and to make meaning, as opposed to simply relating what is
already known. Exploratory talk occurs when students complete open-
ended tasks and "engage with and share perspectives of others in order to
understand them" (Wells, 1999,p. 126). Wells (1999) claims that the
presence of exploratory talk is an essential quality of an inquiry-oriented
classroom.
Perhaps the most important characteristic of the Language Research
Project was that it promoted a gradual and cumulative process of
knowledge construction among the group. Designed in a progressive
sequence, the tasks and artifacts were coherent with each other and
enabled students to build upon their prior (and collective) experiences to
further their inquiry endeavors (see Table 4.2 above).
After the students completed their self-observation logs, they
discussed their self-observations in their first web discussion. They then
reflected on the ideas shared in the web board in their first audio journal,
trying to identify an initial research question. Once a research question had
been formulated, they conducted their three observations. They discussed
findings from these observations in the second web discussion, and they132
finally assessed the whole project in their second audio journal. The
following excerpt from a class transcript illustrates how I encouraged the
students to build upon knowledge gained from previous activities in order to
complete a subsequent task:
The purpose of the audio journal is to help you identifyyour
topic for your Language Research Project, and then formulate
a research question, okay? So, the first thing you do in your
audio journal is to reflect. Go back, refer back to your
obseivations of interactions, okay? Look at al/those things
that you did in those worksheets. Look at my comments to
you, okay? Also, go back to the Nicenet discussion. Go back
to the comments. I wi/I include my comments on the Nicenet
discussion as well. You guys have all replied to each other,
now it's my turn to reply to you. So, read those comments
again. Read the comments of other people as well. Canyou
identify some topics or themes that you would like to
explore...? What intrigues you about the way Americans
communicate? About the way you communicate with other
English speakers? What kinds of interactions wouldyou like to
observe and analyze, okay? What would like to improve, what
would you like to learn ...? And then... you start planning. You
will choose the setting which you would like to observe, and
then start thinking about the research question. (Class
transcript, 10/8/01)
In the excerpt above, I give students directions on how to complete their
first audio journal. I ask them to reflect on two prior tasks, the self-
observation log ("your observations of interactions") and the first web
discussion ("Nicenet"), in order to identify possible topics fora research
question. I ask them not only to reconsider their own reflections ("Look at all
those things that you did in those worksheets"), but also to reflecton133
commentary offered by their classmates and by me ("Read the comments
of other people as well').
Each task in the Language Research Project was carefully tailored to
encourage students to integrate knowledge acquired from previous tasks
and to expand their inquiry using prior experiences as a point of departure.
This systematic coordination of tasks and artifacts meant that project
activities were not isolated from each other. The project comprised several
manageable steps, which together produced a cohesive structure that
helped students to assemble knowledge obtained from differentsources.
Mohan and Smith (1992) describe this process in Vygotskian terms:
The instructor as expert enables the novice to participate by
breaking down the activity into sub-tasks. These sub-tasks are
designed to be within the capacity of the novice when guided
by the expert (within the 'zone of proximal development'). The
result is that these assignments are not unconnected
cognitive exercises; they fit together as guided participation in
a larger activity and are intended to develop understanding of
the larger activity. (p. 91)
Clearly, the design of the project's tasks and artifacts provided
valuable scaffolding to support the students' critical inquiry process. Equally
important, however, were the teaching strategies used to guide students
through this process.134
Strategies
As a teacher, I made frequent use of whole-class discussions to
guide students through the process of their investigations. Our daily
discussions in class provided a context for cooperative interaction withinthe
group and enabled me to gradually bring together various aspects of the
project. Welts (1999) remarks that class discussionscan offer essential
support for critical inquiry. In his words,
such [discussions provide] the setting, par excellence, in
which knowledge is co-constructed, as students and teacher
make meaning on the basis of each other's experiences,
supplemented by information from other sources beyond the
classroom (p. 160).
Data analysis reveals that three strategieswere most commonly
used by the teacher in class discussions: modeling through interactive
think-alouds, emphasizing the process and recycling. These strategies,in
conjunction with the tasks and artifacts discussed above, provided thebasis
for students' long-term (guided) participation in the Language Research
Project (Rogoff, 1995).
Modeling through interactive thin k-alouds
Modeling is a way for the teacher to make instruction explicit(Lee,
2001) and to clarify principles and practices involved in the activityat hand
(Wells, 1999). Johnson (1995) points out that modeling isan effective
strategy to build predictability into classroom procedures. Through135
modeling, teachers "demonstrate exactly what [students]are expected to do
within the context of full performance" (Johnson, 1995,p. 155). One way for
teachers to model the mental processes involved in completinga task is
through the use of interactive think-aouds, a step-by-stepprocess of
problem-solving which enables teachers to share their expertise with
students. This type of mental modeling can function asa useful verbal
scaffold for learning.
TheLanguage Research Projectrequired that students adopt the
role of linguistic ethnographers by carefully analyzing the multiple features
of interactions in the academic community. Studentswere asked to
hypothesize, reflect, observe, collect data, weigh evidence and interpret
results. As novice researchers, they needed guidance in approaching these
complex tasks. Modeling through interactive think-alouds wasone routine
strategy used to coach students in completing these tasks successfully.
As previously noted, the principal artifact used by students during
their observations was Hymes' (1972a) SPEAKING framework. In order to
become competent ethnographers, students needed training on how to
utilize this framework to collect useful data while in the field. They also
needed to understand the complex interrelationships among the different
components of the framework in order to analyze their field notes.136
Therefore, I used several approaches to model theuse of the SPEAKING
framework to the class.
Early in the term, before the students conducted their first (non-
participant) observation, I showed to the classa short movie clip in order to
model data collection techniques (see Appendix C, LRP worksheet 5).
While watching the clip, the students were supposed to take "field notes"
using the SPEAKING framework. After watching the clip several times and
consulting with small groups, the students and I engaged ina whole-group
interactive think-aloud, an excerpt of which is included below. The movie
clip showed an interaction during a business meetingamong several
executives of a company.
Now the participants, how many participants ...? (Students
respond)... Maybe six or seven. Who are they?...The board
of a company, maybe al/the vice presidents and the president
of the company. So, this is their role. When you talk about
role, that's what we mean...they are the vice presidents and
the president of the company. If we were describing this
setting here, the role would be students and teacher, okay?
If you are describing a study meeting situation, the roles,
classmates. Right? They are all.., in a class together. Okay?
Sometimes it could be just friends, that's a role. Uhm...
Gender, gender is very important in this conversation, isn't it?
(Students respond). Only one woman and six men. So, this
idea that who is more talkative, a man or a woman...maybe
ft depends on how many men and how many women there
are.... It depends on the setting, it depends on the topic of
conversation, right? Okay. How old? How old do you think
they are? (Class transcript, 10/18/01)137
In the excerpt above the students and I are discussingone of the
components of the SPEAKING framework: the participants in the
interaction. I first ask the students to consider the number of participants
("how many participants?") and their roles ("the vice presidents and the
president of the company"). I take this opportunity to givean explicit
explanation of the meaning of the word role. At that point in the project, the
students had already formulated their research questions and had chosen
the settings for their first observations. So, I was able to explain the concept
of role by reflecting on the particular contexts the students would be
observing. I knew that students would conduct their observations in
university classes, in study groups and in more informal sethngs suchas a
university dining hall. Therefore, I referred to these contexts as examples to
model the description of participants' roles ("students and teacher,"
"classmates;" "friends"). I then asked the students to consider the gender of
the participants, and I pointed out that gender may have had a significant
impact on the outcomes of this particular interaction, since there were "only
one woman and six men". (The students had noted previously that the
woman had stayed quiet during the whole meeting). I took this opportunity
to refer to the research project by one of the students, Eun Hee, who had
hypothesized that women are more talkative than men. By modeling the
analysis of this video clip, I encouraged Eun Hee (and other students) to138
consider the dynamic and interdependent relationship among different
components of the SPEAKING framework: the participants, the setting and
the topic of conversation ("maybe it depends on howmany men and how
many women there are.... It depends on the setting, it depends on the topic
of conversation, right?").
Another interactive think-aloud procedure frequently usedwas to
make connections between the tasks being completedas part of the
Language Research Project and other course activities. As discussed in
Chapter 3, the course syllabus (Appendix A) was organized around several
themes (e.g., addiction, personality, environment) that matched different
units from the adopted textbook (Preiss, 1998). Typical activities for each
unit included taking notes while listening to audiotaped radio interviews and
video news programs, attending lectures and workshops by guest
speakers, and participating in group seminars, oral presentations and
debates (see Table 4.4).
Throughout the course, I used other course activities (e.g., seminars,
guest speakers, presentations) to model concepts related to the Language
Research Project. In the selection below, while debriefinga group seminar
on the topic of addiction held in class on the previous day, I discuss the
definition of purpose, another component of the SPEAKING framework.In139
order to explain this important concept, I makeuse of a common
experience shared by the class.
Everybody else had a purpose. You had a purposeoftelling
the others about...tobacco, right. Somebody else had a
purposeoftelling the others about alcohol, and so on. And
there was a purposeofgiving a presentation and then there
was the purposeoftaking notes, right? Allofthose are major
and minor purposes within an interaction, okay? (Class
transcript, 10/10/01)
By incorporating an experience shared by the group (i.e., the
seminar held on the previous day), I was able to establisha common
perspective and to facilitate mutual understanding of an important concept.
This type of analysis provided a model for students touse when describing
and interpreting the interactions they would later observe.
Table 4.4: Language Research Project tasks and othercourse activities
Language Research Project tasksOther course activities
Self-observation log Unit theme: Addiction
Web discussion #1 Text unit: "The Internet and other addictions"
Guest lecture: "Alcohol use on campus"
Audio journal #1 Speaking project: group seminar
Formulation of research questions
Unit theme: Personality
Text unit: "The bold and the bashful"
Non-participant observations Campus workshop: "Overcoming shyness"
Speaking project: group presentations
Class observations
Unit theme: The arts and education
Participant observations Text unit: "Boosting brain power through the
arts"
Midterm interviews
Web discussion #2 Unit theme: Our environment
Text unit: "Toast to the tap: The water we
drink"
Audio journal #2 Speaking project: debate140
Emphasizing the process
As in any other inquiry-oriented activity, the learningprocess
embodied in the Language Research Project was muchmore important
than its product. The goal of the project was not necessarily to get students
to answer their research questions correctly. Rather, itwas to have them
develop a meta-awareness of the communicative practices surrounding
their everyday interactions in English (Hall, 1993). For thisreason, as a
teacher, I constantly reviewed the objectives of the project and explored
with the students different ways of completing each task. This explicit
emphasis on the process of inquiry was aimed at helping students become
more reflective learners.
The excerpt below from a class discussion demonstratesmy explicit
focus on the inquiry process. I explore with the students differentways of
approaching their third observation task, in which they would actas
participant observers.
Now, here, this is going to be a little more tricky, right, when
you're taking notes, because...in a way it was kind of easy
for you to just sit, obse,ve, and take notes while other people
are talking, right?...Now here it's going to be harder because
you are one of the participants in the interaction, okay, so it's
really, really hard for you to take notes and talk at thesame
time, all right? (Student speaking). All right, that'sa good idea.
Tape recording is a possibility, but of courseyou need to ask
permission first...Do you mind if! record, I'm doing this for
class. That's a really good idea, but it's notnecessary, okay?
You don't...have to record. Another possibility is just...to
write a few notes when you have time ona little piece of141
paper, and then immediately after the interaction, immediately
after the discussion, you go somewhere andyou write down
what you remember, okay? (Class transcript, 11/5/01)
When the participant observation task was assigned, the students had
already completed their non-participant observations,so I reviewed the
process they used for completing that previous task ("in a way it was kind of
easy for you to just sit, obse,ve, and take notes while other people are
talking") and made comparisons to the task at hand ("this is going to bea
little more tricky'). I then engaged in conversation with the students about
possible ways of taking field notes while participating inan interaction. I
comment on one student's suggestion for using a tape recorder ("All right,
that's a good idea. Tape recording is a possibility') and offer another
alternative ("write a few notes when you have time" and "immediately after
the discussion, you go somewhere and you write down whatyou
remember").
By placing an emphasis on the research process, I encouraged
students to reflect critically on their own skills and on their individual
techniques for completing each task. In the excerpt below, Chia Ling
reflects on her own process of taking field notes.
Sometimes it's kind of hard to take notes when they have
conversation.....But I don't want tiy tape recorder because I
had this kind of experience. When / used tape record,.../
always depend on tape recorder.... I don't think it's a good
thing for me and improve my English skill because if I always
depends. . .on atape recorder, maybe I couldn't pay attention142
when people, they have conversation. I just thinking, I can
come home and listen the tape again. But this is not good for
me. I know. So, I always try to take notes. Even I cannot take
notes at same time, after observation.. .1 wi/I try to memorize
something and write down on the paper. (Audio journal #2,
11/16/01)
While reflecting on her research process, Chia Ling uses effective
metacognitive strategies. She monitors her own English abilities ("I don't
think it's a good thing for me and improve my English skill because if I
always depends. . .on atape recorder, maybe I couldn't pay attention when
people, they have conversation"). She also plans a strategy for successful
data collection ("I always try to take notes. Even I cannot take notes at
same time, after observation...! will try to memorize something and write
down on the pape?')
The excerpt above illustrates Chia Ling's capacity for critical self-
evaluation. This high degree of metacognitive awarenesswas fostered by a
constant emphasis on the process, rather than the product of each task.
Throughout the course, the students were able to examine critically not only
their own research processes and English skills, but also their beliefs and
feelings vis-à-vis others in the community. This topic is explored in detail in
Chapter 6.143
Recycling
Besides providing immediate feedback to each student through the
audio journals, the web discussions and the observation reports, I
frequently revisited in class as a group thesame topics mentioned in these
other forums. Hearing their examples being recycled in class and seeing
the connections between what they observed and what others observed
also validated their experience and possibly opened the doors forlong-term
engagement and future action.
The excerpt below is from a class discussion about the formulation of
a research question:
For example, some people are focusing on how do people
disagree with each other, right?...That's a good...observable
question becauseyou can go out and youcan obseivethose
instances where people areshowing differentopinions, right?
And thenyou can writedown...whatpeoplesay, maybe
sometimestheysay something, maybe sometimes they use
gestures, maybe sometimes they will ask a question, right, to
show that... they are statingdifferentopinions. So, all those
thingsyou can writedown...okay? Another reallygood
question...focused ongestures...Whatkind ofgestures do
people use inconversation?Some people focused... on eye
contact. That's good too...that'ssomethingyou can observe,
right? (Class transcript, 10/18/01)
In this class discussion, I recycle ideas that had been discussed in
the web discussion and in the audio journal to explain that the students'
research questions should be based on observable actions. Thiswas a way
for me to provide further opportunities for the students to becomemore144
engaged in the project and to reinforce to them that what theywere
observing and learning was not trivial. By frequently recycling students'
contributions for instructional purposes, I was able to establish "common
ground' (Johnson, 1995, p. 157) among the group and to advanceour
critical and collaborative inquiry. This theme is explored further in the next
chapter.
Concluding comments
This chapter has described the routine tasks, artifacts and strategies
used over time to foster critical inquiry in this classroom. King and Kitchener
(1994) remind us that reflective judgment is the "neglected facet of critical
thinking" (p. 1). They point out that true reflective thinkingoccurs when
people are addressing ill-structured problems (i.e., problems that cannot be
solved with certainty or completion). The tasks and artifacts comprising the
Language Research Project served as tools to mediate students' critical
inquiries. Through the utilization of Hymes' (1972a) SPEAKING framework,
students examined the multiple and complex communicative features
operating in their particular observation settings. Through the web
discussions and audio journals, students engaged in exploratory talk to
negotiate meanings and to make sense of new information. Each taskwas
carefully designed to encourage students to incorporate prior experiences
and to extend learning into new directions. The careful design and145
sequence of activities enabled students to use experiences gained with
each task to complete subsequent tasks successfully. These tasksand
artifacts represented important instructional scaffolds, whichsupported the
students' process of critical inquiry.
Three teaching strategies were frequently used by the teacherto
assist students in the completion of project tasks: modeling through
interactive think-alouds, emphasizing theprocess, and recycling. These
strategies served to demonstrate in a concreteway what students would be
expected to do during their observations and subsequent analysis of
interactions. Since none of the students had previous experience with
ethnographic research or discourse analytic methods, the project tasks
would have been beyond their current ability levels without the teaching
strategies used by the teacher. These strategies provided students with
valuable verbal scaffolds to guide their performance in each step of the
project.
As discussed in Chapter 2, the notion of scaffolding refers to the
support provided by the teacher (or a peer) to help a student move from
joint to independent problem-solving. Johnson (1995) points out that when
teachers offer verbal and instructional scaffolds, "they assume joint
responsibility with the students for the task" (p. 155). They adapt materials
to match students' competencies and they provide opportunities for146
students to develop skills that are necessary to complete assigned tasks.
As students become more and more proficient, they gradually withdraw the
support. The tasks, artifacts and strategies used in this classroom were
tools supplied by the teacher to mediate the students' critical inquiry
processes. These tools challenged students to examine critically their own
attitudes, opinions and abilities, and to consider multiple perspectives when
observing and analyzing communicative practices in the community.
However, the teacher was not the only person who provided
scaffolds for learning in this classroom. In the next chapter, I examine how
the teacher and the students collaborated with each other and took turns in
offering scaffolds to support the group's knowledge constructionprocess.
Summary of Chapter 4
This chapter has provided an illustration of the research process
followed by the students and a description of the tasks, artifacts and
teaching strategies used to facilitate inquiry in this classroom. The students
used research techniques typical of both ethnography and action research.
They formulated research questions, generated hypotheses and conducted
ethnographic observations of interactions in the community. Basedon their
analyses of communicative exchanges, they built theories about social and
academic uses of language in the community, they reflected on their current
language abilities and they made plans for future self-development. Several147
tasks (e.g., audio journals and web discussions), artifacts (e.g.,Hymes'
SPEAKING framework) and teaching strategies (e.g., recycling)were used
throughout the course to guide students through their researchprocesses.
Combined, they served as instructional scaffolds for the students,which
supported their process of critical inquiry.
The next chapter examines the nature of the collaborative dialogues
that occurred among the students and the teacher in this classroom.148
CHAPTER 5: BUILDING COMMUNITY THROUGH COLLABORATIVE
DIALOGUE
In this chapter, the concept of social cognition is discussed through
an analysis of the collaborative dialogue that occurred among the
participants in this study. This analysis reveals that both the teacher and the
students frequently created intertextual links in their discourses as a way to
build connections among each other's perspectives and experiences.
I first examine the teacher's discourse and describe how she
incorporated students' utterances and experiences in order to clarify
concepts, encourage reflection and address affective issues related to
learning. I then analyze the students' discourse and describe how they used
other group members' utterances in order to compare beliefs, opinions and
experiences, to address affective issues and to extend their inquiry intonew
directions.
As demonstrated below, these intertextual links made by the teacher
and the students helped to create a sense of mutual understanding within
the group that served to establish a collaborative community in the
classroom.
Introduction
Chapter 4 examined how different tasks, artifacts and teaching
strategies were used as tools to mediate students' learning in this149
classroom. This chapter explores the use of dialogueas a mediational tool
that supports and extends the construction of collective knowledge.
According to Vygotsky (1978), language is the main psychological tool used
to mediate knowledge construction: "Constructing language isa cognitive
function for communicating our thoughts to others and, at thesame time,
language is a tool for constructing more thoughts" (Wink & Putney, 2002,p.
42).
Through our joint participation in different classroom activities, the
students and I engaged in dialogue to promote learning in differentways.
We provided assistance to each other, participated in collaborative
problem-solving, challenged each other's views and reflected together,
expanding our own knowledge and that of our peers. In addition,we
addressed affective issues related to learning a second language. Our
collaborative dialogue contributed to building a sense of community in the
classroom.
This process of collaborative exchange enabled the students and me
to establish a shared perspective on classroom events that was
continuously defined and modified by our participation in daily activities
(Takahashi, 1998). We created intertextual links among our actions and
experiences that allowed us to build on existing knowledge and to expand
our learning into new directions.150
Therefore, the concept of intertextuality (Bloome & Egan-Robertson,
1993) is used in this chapter to examine how the students and I usedour
own interactions and prior experiences to build a collective fund of
knowledge for the group. This notion of intertextuality derives from Bakhtin's
(1981) claim that
the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal
language..., but rather it exists in other people's mouths, in
other people's contexts, serving other people's intentions: it is
from there that one must take the word and make it one'sown.
(p.294)
Intertextuality, as defined by Wink and Putney (2002), is theprocess of
"[bringing] the prior text to the present text... [of bringing]our understanding
from one text to create a newer and deeper understanding of [a] later text"
(p. 133).
A description of activities comprising theLanguage Research Project
was provided in Chapter 4. As discussed, the project followed a progressive
sequence, encouraging students to use prior experiences when performing
each task. It could be said, therefore, that a certain degree of intertextuality
was built into the design of the project itself. Students were asked to refer to
previous texts (e.g., their journal reflections, their web discussion entries)
when creating new ones. In the same way, one of the teaching strategies
frequently used in class discussions (i.e., recycling) built explicit intertextual
links between previous texts created by students and the current context.151
By recycling in class the same topics explored in the journals and in the
web discussions, the teacher juxtaposed past and present texts, thus
creating intertextual connections to assist students in their inquiryprocess.
This chapter explores intertextual links created by the teacher and
students during their collaborative dialogues. The teacher's and students'
actions and utterances in the classroom created texts and contexts that
were in turn used in their dialogues to shape other texts for further
examination and exploration. Hence, the definition of text was expanded to
include not only written words, but also oral statements and even actions
and events experienced by the members of the group (Halliday & Hasan,
1989). Floriani (1994) explains this dynamic definition of text:
It is possible to examine ways members constructed texts in
and through their interactions, how text construction shaped
and was shaped by what members did and said, and how
situated definitions of texts were constructed by members
within and across events. This definition captures the dynamic
nature of text construction and moves the definition beyond
ones that begin with a view of text as a written form of
language to include the oral and visual texts of the social
actions of members. (p. 245)
An examination of intertextual links used by the teacher and students
provides important insights on the dialogic nature of the knowledge
construction process in this classroom. Khaled's reflection below illustrates
this collaborative process of knowledge building:
In the class everyone say what he has, and we...a//together
share our ideas and opinion. Out the class, we meet each152
other and in a certain place we discuss and we plan and we
help each other. Also, at the website, everyone reads the
other's ideas and reply to each other; everyone presents what
he got and all of us get the advantages from it, and so on.
(Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Khaled aptly describes how our collaborative dialogues served to
build community in the classroom. He remarks that our collaborative
exchanges in class ("In the class... we ...all together share our ideas and
opinion"), out of class ("we meet each other and in a certain placewe
discuss and we plan and we help each other") and on the web (at the
website, everyone reads the other's ideas and reply to each other")
provided clear benefits for the group as a whole ("all ofus get the
advantages").
As described in this chapter, both the teacher and the students used
intertextual linking to extend knowledge construction in the classroom. They
incorporated each others' comments and experiences in theirown
discourses in order to scaffold learning for the group. An individual's
statement many times served as an anchor used by anothergroup member
to support an argument or a point-of-view. At the same time, for those
whose utterances were being appropriated, hearing their own words being
echoed by their teacher or their peers served to validate theirways of
thinking and to empower them to explore topics further. In thisway, the153
teacher and students worked collaboratively to createa community of
inquiry in the classroom.
Intertextual links in the teacher's discourse
The teacher often incorporated the students' utterances and
experiences into her own discourse. As described below, these intertextual
links made by the teacher served different instructional and affective
purposes.
Data analysis reveals that the remarks made by the teacher in the
classroom, in the students' journals, and in the web discussions often
incorporated the students' own voices. As noted earlier, when the students
completed their audio journals, I recorded my feedback to themon the
same cassette tape. This process created a private space for me to have
dialogues with each individual student. My conversations with the students
in the classroom and through the web discussion board were ofa more
public nature. These forums became important spaces for me to
rebroadcast individual students' ideas to the whole class, and to create
shared contexts for further discussion, reflection and critical thinking.
As a teacher, most of the feedback I provided to students included
some sort of restatement of their ideas, as seen in the excerpt below:
Your description of how the setting can influence the way we
use gestures is very interesting! The physical environment
around us (e.g., objects, furniture, layout of a room) can have154
a strong effect on the way we communicate, but we often do
not realize this. You [also] mentioned that people use
gestures without realizing that they are using them. I think
you're right! Many communication rules are not explicit, so the
best way to learn them is by observ'ing people in interactions.
Are you planning to try to use more gestures when you speak
English? (Maria's response to Jin Young, web discussion #2,
11/21/01)
As we can see, the first three sentences in my comment above representa
partial restatement of Jin Young's previous posting, in which she discusses
findings from her three observations. By rearticulating Jin Young's ideas, I
was able to give her credit for her contribution and to focus attention on a
particular point raised by her ("people use gestures without realizing that
they are using them"). This reformulation served to lead our discussion into
new directions: I provided an explanation ("many communication rules are
not explicit"), clarified one of the course objectives ("the best way to learn
them is by observing people in interactions"), and encouraged her to
engage in further reflection ("are you planning to use more gestures?"). At
the same time, I addressed the affective side of learning by offeringa
compliment ("Your description of how the setting can influence the way we
use gestures is very interesting!")
The above example is illustrative of several other instances found in
the data where I incorporated students' utterances and restated their ideas
in order to achieve different instructional purposes. Three subcategories
related to this theme were identified as most salient: (1) encouraging155
reflection, offering explanations and clarifying course procedures; (2)
addressing affective issues; and (3) rebroadcasting students' utterances
and experiences to a wider audience. Each of these categories is discussed
below.
Encouraging reflection, offering explanations and clarifying course
procedures
Many of my responses to students' remarks were made in the form
of questions that encouraged them to reflect more thoroughly on certain
issues and to engage in critical thinking. By reformulating a student's
utterance and asking related questions, I was often able to relate the
student's contribution to the goals of the course and to encourage further
reflection.
In the following comment, I repeat an utterance previously made by a
student in order to promote deeper reflection on an issue she raised:
Youmentionedthat Americans are 'more outspoken' than
Chinesespeakers. What do you meanby this? Do you think
this influences the way theynegotiatewithothers? (Maria's
response to Amy, web discussion #1, 10/14/01).
By highlighting Amy's statement ("Americans are 'moreoutspoken'
than Chinesespeakers"), I focus attention on a topic worthy of further
reflection. I ask her to first clarify her comment ("What do you meanby
this?"), and then to engage in reflection related to issues we were156
discussing in class ("Do youthink thisinfluences the way they negotiate
with others?')
Some of my comments also had the purpose of encouraging
students to sharpen their observation skills and to reflect carefullyon
certain aspects of their interactions in English. In my response to Eun Hee
below, I encourage her to reflect on the communication strategies used by
her and her interlocutors when engaging in social conversations.
Itsoundslike you have lotsofopportunities to interact with
Englishspeakers in yourdorm.... Thisis great! During these
conversations,you might want to start noticing: What do your
friends (and you) doto make communication successful? How
do they help you with difficult vocabularyand meanings?How
do you help themunderstandwhat you're trying to say? (Web
discussion #1, 10/14/01)
In many cases, I made reference to students' remarks in order to
encourage them to reflect on possible solutions for their own
communication problems, as in this response to Natsuki:
Since you can't usebodylanguage on the phone, whatkinds
ofstrategies would you be able to use to make
communicationby phone more successful?
(Web discussion #1, 10/14/01).
As illustrated above, I often incorporated students' utterances into
my discourse in order to encourage reflection. In this way, I made use of
their existing knowledge to build scaffolds that would support and extend
their learning. In addition, I incorporated students' commentsas prompts for
explanation of language learning concepts.157
In my response to Natsuki below, I refer to her choice of topic for the
Language Research Project to provide an explanation about the diverse
elements involved in the analysis of one's body language.
You said that... youwould like to research body language in
academic situations.... / think you have a good theme, a good
topic, but maybe we need to think a little bit more about
your research question.. ..Body language includes many,
many things. It includes our gestures in our hands, it includes
the way we use our face, like smiling, or our eye contact, or
our movements of our heads. It also includes the movements
of our bodies, like maybe standing up or sitting down,or
moving around. (Audio journal #1, 10/19/0 1)
I first paraphrase Natsuki's remark ("you would like to research body
language in academic situations") and then describe several factors
encompassed in the study of body language (e.g., "gestures," "eye
contact," "movements"). This explanation encourages Natsuki to considera
concrete focus for her future observations.
In the excerpt below, I use Khaled's remarks to provide an
explanation on affective factors that influence performance in a second
language:
You mentioned that vei'yoftenyou feel uncomfortable in
social situations here in the United States. When you are
talking to other Americans, you don't feel comfortable, you
feel somehow different from the way that they are, and this
really affects your ability to talk to other Americans.... You
know, there is a lot of research that has been done that talks
about the relationship between emotions and language. It
says that when we're relaxed, in a very comfortable
atmosphere, it's an easy place for us to learn the language.
When we're not feeling comfortable, when we're anxious and158
nervous, then we can't really express our ideas and use
language very well. (Audio journal #1, 10/19/01)
In my response above, by restating Khaled's observations ("you mentioned
that very often you feel uncomfortable in social situations"), Iam able to
create a shared context for the two of us to discuss "the relationship
between emotions and language." This discussion provided Khaled witha
theoretical explanation for the reason why he has difficulty communicating
in English in certain situations.
In addition to offering explanations related to language issues, Iused
students' comments to clarify their roles as researchers and ethnographers.
In the excerpt below, I incorporate a comment made by Eun Hee in orderto
explain issues related to researcher bias:
I am glad you mentioned at the end of your audio journal that
maybe you will be able to change your prejudices, and maybe
you will be able to find out that women don't talk more than
men. I think that's a very important thing to keep in mind
because as researchers, we should of course admit thatwe
have prejudices. We should be aware of our prejudices, but
we should also be open to changing our ideas, right? (Audio
journal #1, 10/19/01)
My restatement of Eun Hee's contribution above ("maybeyou will be able to
change your prejudices") allowed me to offer heran explanation of
concepts related to conducting interpretive research ("We should beaware
of our prejudices, but we should also be open to changingour ideas")159
By focusing attention on selected contributions by students, Iwas
able to build on their own experiences and prior knowledge and to offer
explanations on a variety of issues related to learninga second language
and doing research. Moreover, I frequently incorporated students' thoughts
and ideas in my remarks for the purpose of clarifyingcourse goals and
procedures and to provide guidance to students in completing different
tasks.
In my response to Amy below, I use one of her observations to
suggest an area of investigation for her research project:
You have raised several interesting points in your response.
You said you hope to learn about the skills of persuading and
negotiating with other people. This might be a great topic for
your Language Research Project! (Web discussion #1,
10/14/01)
In the excerpt above, I reformulate Amy's utterances in order to provide her
with guidance for the class project. By connecting her desire "to learn about
the skills of persuading and negotiating" to a possible research topic, Iam
able to link Amy's personal interests to the tasks to be performed in class.
I also often used students' contributions to explain task procedures
and to give them advice related to different steps of their projects. In my
comment to Edgar below, I give him advice about the nature of the research
question he needs to formulate for his project:
You mentioned that for your Language Research Project you
would like to focus... onthe performance of people to improve160
communication in a group. Well, maybe this might be too
general.... For a research question, / would likeyou to focus
on something a little more specific, something that you can
actually go out and obseive. (Audio journal #1, 10/10/0 1)
I alsofrequentlymade referenceto students'remarks in orderto
explain courseobjectivesandtoclarifythepurposes of different activities.
You...mentioned that this project will not beeasy to do. /
agree with you, it's not an easy project.... You have to pay
attention to the topic, you have to pay attention toyour
research question, and you have to take notes at thesame
time. But I think at level five you guys are ready to do
something like this. I think it's a good challenge foryou, and
there is potential for a lot of learning. So, that's why,as a
teacher, I assigned this project.... / hope you will enjoy
yourself while you're doing it, and / hope it will be useful for
your future. (Maria's response to Amy, audio journal #1,
10/1 0/0 1)
I paraphrase Amy's comment above ("this project will not beeasy to do") in
order to explaindifferentstepsofthe Language Research Project ("you
have to pay attention to the topic, ...").In doing so, Iclarify myobjectives
for the project ("there is a lot of potential for learning..., that's why,as a
teacher, / assigned this projecr').In addition toclarifying course objectives, I
try to alleviate some of Amy's anxieties about the complex natureofthe
project. I express empathy ("I agree with you, it's notan easy project"), and
I convey myconfidencein her ability to raise to the challenge ("I think at
level five you guys are ready to do something like this") and to learnfrom
the project ("I hope it will be useful for your future")161
The example above demonstrates that a teacher's incorporation of
students' contributions can serve affective purposes (e.g., alleviating
anxiety) in addition to providing cognitive and instructional benefits. These
affective issues are explored further below.
Addressing affective issues
Students often expressed apprehension and anxiety related to their
personal and academic experiences. They talked about negative feelings
related to their ability to communicate in English, and they expressed
concerns about some of the course assignments. Therefore, many of my
remarks to the students had the purpose of addressing these affective
issues. My revoicing of their utterances provided a way for me to validate
their ideas and feelings and to offer encouragement and praise.
The remark below was made in response to one of Yoon's
reflections, in which he expressed negative feelings about his English skills.
You also mentioned that sometimes you feel uncomfortable or
embarrassed when you try to express your ideas.... Well,
that's quite natural, but I don't think you should feel
embarrassed. After all, you know, you are bilingual, you speak
two languages. So people should understand that English is a
foreign language for you, and that it doesn't always come
easy. (Audio journal #1, 10/19/01)
By restating Yoon's utterance ("you feel uncomfortable or embarrassed..."),
I acknowledge his feelings and then try to reassure him ("that's quite162
naturaf') and to praise his achievements as a learner ("you are bilingual,
you speak two languages")
Many of my comments also included remarks of praise for the work
the students were doing in class. These types of commentswere made
throughout the course, essentially every time I provided feedback to
students on a different assignment. The following excerptsare illustrative of
a number of complimentary remarks found in the data:
I think you have an excellent research question...that's a
very good topic that has a direct impact on your future life
here at the university. (Maria's response to Mark, audio
journal #1, 10/19/01)
It sounds like you've learned a lot from your observations. It
was really interesting to read your examples of how people
change subjects and end conversations. (Maria'sresponse to
Khaled, web discussion #2, 11/23/01)
I also frequently offered praise to the group as a whole during class
sessions, as in the excerpt below:
I have your participant observations to give back toyou, and
I'm noticing that you guys are becoming really good at
noticing. There is more detail...[and] specific examples of
things you observed.... I really enjoyed your work, and I would
like to encourage you to share your observations with each
other. (Class transcript, 11/15/01).
The selections above illustrate how I utilized students' comments in
order to address affective issues in the classroom. By reformulating their
statements, I was able to offer encouragement and to compliment themon
their accomplishments as learners. At the same time, I attempted to relieve163
some of their negative feelings about their performance in class and their
ability to communicate in English.
As evident through the above discussion,as a teacher, I often
incorporated the students' contributions intomy own discourse. By restating
the students' remarks and reflections, Iwas able to validate their
experiences and to use them as a basis for further discussion and
investigation of issues. My reformulations of students' contributionsserved
as cognitive support for providing explanations, emphasizing course
procedures and objectives, and encouraging reflection. In addition,they
provided a socio-affective benefit, since they served toreassure students
about their progress and to offer praise for their performance in class.By
incorporating students' ideas and prior experiences into the instructional
discourse, I was able to scaffold learning of different concepts and skills
and to create shared meanings for further exploration.
In a similar vein, I often rebroadcasted individual students' comments
and experiences to the class as a whole, in an attempt to transform their
individual utterances into shared experiences for thegroup to explore.
Rebroadcasting students' utterances and experiences to a wider
audience
Individual students' comments and questions were often reinvoked in
class discussions as a way to establish shared contexts for inquiry and164
dialogue and to "[bring] students' thinking into contact with each other"
(O'Connor& Michaels, 1996, p. 91).
I often would rebroadcast a student's statement to the class in order
to clarify certain concepts to the group as a whole:
Jin Young asked me this really good question on Friday. She
was asking, "What is [a] research question?...What does it
really mean to have a research question?" Well, whenwe
start doing research, we have to have a question in mind,
okay? What do you want to find out from this research? That's
your research question.... And Jin Young said, "Oh, okay, so
the research question is like my goal for the project!" And I
said, "Yes, that's it!" Your research question is your goal.
(Class transcript, 10/15/01)
In the excerpt above, (explain the concept of a research question to the
class. I narrate a conversation that I had had with Jin Young in the hallway
after the previous class. I had found her comment, "So the research
question is like my goal for the project," to be particularly insightful. Shewas
able to explain the complex notion of a research question ina simple and
elegant way, in fact much more effectively than I had been able to do. By
restating her comment to the group, I was able to make Jin Young's
understanding available for others to appropriate. In other words, Iwas able
to transform Jin Young's utterance into a shared experience for the whole
class. My journal entry below highlights the benefits of broadcastinga
student's contributions to a wider audience in class:
I used Jin Young's comment as an example to explain the
concept of a research question to everybody. By saying "Jin165
Young asked me this the other day.. ." and referring back to
her comment, / am relating old and new information..., Iam
continuing the dialogue started the week before, or maybe the
dialogue started on the very first day of class when I told
students they would be working on a Language Research
Project. (Researcher's journal, 10/24/01)
By sharing this student's contribution with the rest of the class, I attempted
to build shared knowledge and to advance our joint inquiry (i.e., "continuing
the dialogue") as a collaborative community of practice.
Below I paraphrase the comments previously made byan individual
student in my office in order to clarify aspects of the Language Research
Project:
I've been talking with several people in my office.... Some
people are feeling like the Language Research Project is
really helping them, it is really useful and so on, but... one
person told me, "I don't like my research question. I don't think
my research question is very good."...I want the Language
Research Project to be useful for you, okay, so if you would
like to change your research question right now, that's okay.
(Class transcript, 11/5/01)
In relaying this student's concern to the class as a whole, Iam able to
validate his experiences and to acknowledge an important issue that might
be affecting others ("I don't like my research question. I don't thinkmy
research question is very good'). At the same time, I am able to clarifya
course objective ("I want the Language Research Project to be useful for
you") and to assure students that it is appropriate for them to revise their166
original project plans and to reformulate their research questions ("if you
would like to change your research question right now, that's okay')
In the excerpt below, I share Keon Ho's remarks with the class in
order to demonstrate one student's developing awareness of language and
communicative acts:
Keon Ho mentioned to me in my office yesterday that... now
everywhere he goes, he starts paying attention. Is that
happening to you too?...He is talking to someone and he is
paying attention to the body language, and he is paying
attention to the way people are reacting.... I think that's really
interesting.... He is becoming really aware and he is...trying
to find out more things, not just for the project for the class,
but for himself. (Class transcript, 11/7/01)
Keon Ho's observation denoted that he was accomplishing one of the goals
of the Language Research Project: to develop the observation skills that
inform a critical stance about communicative practices in the U.S. academic
community, and to transfer this learning to other aspects of his life. My
journal entry below further explains this course objective:
What / am trying to do in my class is to instill a habit in
students to always analyze how language is being used in the
situations they're in. If they become used to noticing things
and judging if they are effective or ineffective, they can then
try to do some of the effective things for themselves. This
habit of always paying attention to the way they/others talk is
something that can be valuable in their own language, too, I
think. After all, we are always judged by others from the way
we use language to express ourselves. (Researcher's journal,
10/21/01)167
I was obviously excited by Keon Ho's remarks, since they matchedexactly
one of my expressed goals for the course. By rebroadcasting his
experiences to the rest of the class, I was endorsing his actions and
encouraging others to examine themselves in a similarway ("Is that
happening to you too?"). Indeed, after I shared Keon Ho's comment,many
students laughed and nodded their heads, indicating that theywere having
similar experiences.
By transforming these students' utterances into shared experiences
for the whole group to explore, I was able to createan environment of
solidarity and shared perspectives and to advance our collaborative inquiry.
It is important to point out that my decision to use individual students'
utterances for instructional purposes happened spontaneously. Sometimes,
a student was able to explain certain concepts more clearly than I, as was
the case of Jin Young's description of her research question as her "goal."
On other occasions, a student's comment made me clarify certain
procedures in the course, as when I encouraged students to revise their
research questions based on a student's dissatisfaction with his topic of
investigation. Still in some cases, I relayed a student's utterance to the
group to create a shared context which others could use for further
examination and exploration, as in my reference to Keon Ho's experiences.I;
The discussion above demonstrates that I often incorporated
students' utterances into my own discourse in order to achieve different
instructional purposes. In other words, students' written and oral comments
were used as texts for further reflection and joint inquiry in the classroom.
Below I describe my incorporation of students' experiences into the
instructional discourse. Rather than using students' utterances as texts for
exploration, as seen above, this time I was using our shared experiences in
previous situations in order to establish common perspectives. In thisway,
our actions and experiences, and even the events in which we participated,
became texts for our joint construction of knowledge.
In the following remark, in an attempt to explain the nature of the
participant observation assignment, I make an analogy to an observation
the students had done previously in the classroom:
In this case we'retalkingabout a participant observation.The
kind ofclassroomobse,vationthat you did was a participant
observationtoo, right?The only differencethis time is that it's
going to be outsideofclass. (Class transcript, 11/5/01).
By rebroadcasting an experience all students had shared ("thekind
of classroomobservationthat you did"), I am able to link the context of a
previously shared situation with the current context ("the onlydifferencethis
time. .") and to establish a foundation for group reflection.
As a teacher I made constant use of my students' utterances and
experiences in order to build a shared history within the class that could be169
invoked at different moments to facilitate our joint inquiry. By creating
intertextual links among students' remarks, actions and relevant
experiences, I was able to establish common background knowledge within
the group upon which we could draw to expand our individual and joint
investigations.
As demonstrated in the next section, these intertextual ties were not
made solely by the teacher. The students' discourse also exhibited
numerous links among utterances and actions in the classroom, which
helped shape our process of knowledge co-construction.
Intertextual links in the students' discourse
Through their journal reflections, class dialogues and web
discussions, the students were encouraged to articulate their thinking and
to provide feedback and assistance to each other. They did this by creating
intertextual links, in other words, by relating actions and events to theirown
experiences and by building upon each other's knowledge base.
Similar to the way the teacher incorporated the students' utterances
in her own instructional discourse, the students regularly incorporated each
other's and the teacher's comments into their own discourse, and they
made frequent references to external contexts which were relevant to their
learning in the classroom. In this way, the students worked to capitalize on170
each other's potential in order to create a collective fund of knowledge for
the group.
The students repeatedly made references to each other's remarks
and comments when expressing their thoughts and views. Two main
categories related to this topic were found in the data: (1) comparing
beliefs, opinions and experiences, and (2) addressing affective issues. In
addition, the students built intertextual links by (3) incorporating teacher's
contributions, and by (4) incorporating other contexts.
The selection below illustrates the first two types of intertextual links
mentioned above. It demonstrates how a student incorporated another
student's comments in his own discourse in order to compare opinions and
personal experiences, and to address an affective issue:
I agree with youA/ibecause Ithinkwe have to participate in
manykinds of discussions. Andmore experience we got from
thediscussion,more knowledge we have.... Sometimes I feel
nervous toowhen /take adiscussionwith my friends but we
can practice ourselves to be more comfortable. I really agree
with you. Ithinkyou are an effective person in group
discussionbecause you can share and show youropinion.
(Budi's response to All, web discussion #1, 10/11/01)
As seen in the excerpt above, Budi partially paraphrases All's previous
posting ("we have to participateinmanykindsofdiscussions;""more
experience we got, moreknow/edgewe have") in order to accomplish
several purposes: to express agreement ("I agree with you"), to sharea
personal experience ("sometimes I feel nervous too..."), and finally to171
address an affective issue by offering a compliment ("1thinkyou are an
effective person in groupdiscussion...")
Budi's second journal reflection, excerpted below, illustrates the
other two types of intertextual links made by students: incorporating the
teacher's contributions and incorporating other contexts.
Maria suggested /...change my topic because in my first
audio journal my topic was too large. Ineeda specific topic.
Therefore,.../ changed my topic. It is about how American
people use theirbodylanguage to ask a question, to express
theiropinions,or to explain something.... Fromthis topic, I
learned howimportant is body language in our life.... I will
take OSU classes from next termand /believe that body
language will be useful for my future.MaybeI can use body
language to ask to the professorsomething, and /have to use
bodylanguage in every situation, too. Because withbody
language we can make other peopleunderstand what we
said.(Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Budi paraphrases my comments to signal that he followedmy suggestion
for narrowing down his research topic("Mariasuggested I...changemy
topic because in my first audiojournalmy topic was too large. I need a
specific topic"). Later, he refers to a future context external toour classroom
and makes connections with the topic of his present investigation ("I will
take OSU classes from next termandI believe thatbodylanguage will be
useful for my future")
As evident from the examples above, the students made constant
use of intertextual linking in order to scaffold learning for themselves and for
each other. Therefore, it was observed that the scaffolding created by the172
students was similar to the kind of scaffolding offered to them by the
teacher, which indicates that the students' "learning and developmentwere
largely influenced by the social interaction established in the...classroom
environment" (Takahashi, 1998,p. 392). What follows is a discussion of
each of the four types of intertextual links made by students in their
collaborative dialogues.
Comparing beliefs, opinions and experiences
When engaging in individual reflection and group discussions,
students often compared their own beliefs and opinions to those of their
classmates. In this way, a classmate's comment many times servedas a
reference point for developing agreements or oppositions, for expanding
arguments, or for confirming or rejecting previously held assumptions.
In one of her journal entries Hiroko remarks,
As Toby mentioned, most of Asians doesn't express their
emotions a lot. Recently, young people express their emotions
more than older people, but we still hesitate to express our
emotions directly. (Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Hiroko paraphrases Toby's assertion that "Asians [don't]express their
emotions a lot' in order to articulate a slightly different opinion ("Recently,
young people express their emotions more than older people"), and finally
to show that she shares Toby's belief that "we still hesitate toexpress our
emotions directI'.173
In addition to using their peers' utterances tocompare opinions and
beliefs, students often compared their personal experiences. Many times,
students reformulated their peers' remarks in order to show solidarity andto
relay similar experiences, as in the excerpt below:
I agree with you that the body language is helpful to listeners
and speakers when speaking in English. Most of the
nonnative English speakers use body language to make their
meaning much more clearly when they havesome trouble in
expressing themselves in English. In my case, when I talk with
someone in English, it will not be possible for me to speak
without body language. But for native speakers, theyare very
familiar with speaking in English, and as you mentioned, they
try to make the conversation funny to catch listeners' attention
and make the conversation morefluencely.(Mark's response
to Natsuki, web discussion #2, 11/21/01)
Mark's remark above is representative of several other references in the
data. He paraphrases Natsuki's observations by using expressions suchas
"I agree with you that.. ." and "as you mentioned...." Then, heexpresses
solidarity by relating a similar personal experience ("In my case,...")
Students also often interpreted their classmates' research results in
light of their personal experiences. Similar to Mark's comment above,
Porntipa (below) compares Amy's research findings to her own personal
situation:
Your reaction about disagreement is almost the same as me.
For me, whenever! feel confident that my opinion is correct, I
will discuss with self-confident. On the other hand, if I am not
sure, I usually just listen and try to understand other people
point of view. In addition, most of the time, it depends on the
topic of the argument, if I feel comfortable with that topic, I174
always feel free to discuss. (Porntipa's response to Amy, web
discussion #2, 11/21/01)
Porntipa uses her personal experiences to reflecton Amy's conclusion that
people are more likely to express disagreement when they "feel confident
that [their] opinion is correcr and when they "feel comfortable with that
topic." She compares her personal experiences to her classmate's research
results, and she confirms that these results are valid for her(" Your reaction
about disagreement is almost the same as me")
Likewise, students often compared their experiences in conducting
research and reaching conclusions to those of their classmates. In the
selection below, Natsuki compares her own research results to Kim's:
So, I really agree your conclusion. There is a similar pointas
the conclusion of my research question which is whenwe are
talking with someone, we should make people comfortable
and relax. Also, the setting is the most important thing during
our talking. I think our research project will be useful to
improve our English skill. (Natsuki's response to Kim, web
discussion #2, 11/21/01)
Natsuki expresses agreement ("I really agreeyour conclusion"), and then
confirms that she reached similar conclusions through herown research
project ("There is a similar point as the conclusion ofmy research
question...").
Sometimes, students referred to their classmates' findings in orderto
offer alternative points-of-view, as in the excerpt below:175
/ think many people believe that women is more talkative than
men. . ..l agree with your conclusion. And I think women have
good oral skill. When I obse,ved people in [the student union],
I also could find that women is more talkative than men. But
sometimes it could depend on personality not gender. (Kim's
response to Eun Hee, web discussion #2, 11/21/01).
Kim compares her research experiences to those of her classmate. She
first agrees with Eun Hee's finding that "women have good oral skill[sJ' by
confirming that she reached similar conclusions through herown
observations ("When / obseived people in [the student union], / also could
find that women is more talkative than men"). However, she later
challenges this interpretation by offering an alternative explanation for this
observation ("But sometimes it could depend on personality not gende()
This process of frequent reflection and evaluation of each other's
ideas created an environment that encouraged problem solving and critical
thinking among students. By comparing and contrasting their opinions,
beliefs, personal experiences and research findings to those of their
classmates, the students as a group were constantly building collective
knowledge which could be used in the future as a resource for individual
development.176
Addressing affective issues
Similar to the way that the teacher incorporated students' utterances
for affective purposes, the students' also made use of each other's
comments to offer praise and encouragement.
Students often offered encouragement to each other by sharing
frustrations, describing similar difficulties and expressing empathy. Katie
replies to one of Akiko's web postings in this way:
But / think you speak better than me! For me, is also difficult
to understand the slang terms. I want understand and speak
anything what I really want to conversation. Let's practice
together! We can do it! (Web discussion #1, 10/9/01)
In a different posting, Jin Young responds to Hiroko by saying,
I agree with your whole opinion. I think most foreigners are in
the same or very similar situation. So we have had some
same experiences while we live in America. Your thinking
evokes my sympathy strongly. (Web discussion #1, 10/10/01)
In addition, the students often complimented each other on the work
they were doing in class, as in this comment from Kim to Eun Hee:
I think your research question is very interesting and also
what you found is interesting. (Web discussion #2, 11/21/01)
By frequently praising each other's efforts and by sharing their
anxieties and frustrations with each other, the students were able to
address important affective issues and to build solidarity and group
cohesion.177
The students also offered encouragement by assuring theirpeers
that their feelings of anxiety were not unusual,as in this remark by Khaled
to Yoon:
Finally, I would endmy replying by saying it/s okay to be
anxiousandworry a little bit before a formal meeting, because
every one does. (Web discussion #2, 11/26/01)
This type of remark resembled many of the comments made to
students by the teacher, which suggests that the studentswere
appropriating aspects of the teacher's discourse in their communication with
each other.
This practice of offering frequent encouragement and support for
each other helped create an atmosphere of tolerance and acceptance in the
classroom which was conducive to learning. In one of her journal entries,
Akiko describes these benefits:
Throughthe web discussion, I could share anxiety and
opinionwith my classmates. Ithinkit was great opportunity to
know other'sthinking andit made me more comfortable. I was
encouragedfrom others'opinion.(Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
As evident in the above comments by Akiko, through their dialogues and
joint investigations, the students were able to address important affective
issues related to their learning. Students were motivated to share their
insights with each other ("I could share anxietyand opinionwith my
classmates") and they felt validated by their peers' comments ("I was
encouragedfrom others'opinion").They were aware that they benefited178
from each other's contributions ("Ithinkit was great opportunity toknow
other'sthinking").In addition, they acknowledged that their dialogues
provided a safe environment for collaborative inquiry ("it made me more
comfortable"). In this way, the students were able to build positive
interpersonal relationships that contributed to creating a sense of
community in the classroom. As Hall (2000) remarks, these relationships
are "fundamental to the construction of shared sociocultural knowledge and
interpersonal bonds, which in turn influence the process of additional
language learning" (p. 289).
Incorporating teacher's contributions
In addition to incorporating each other's contributions, the students
often used the teacher's utterances in their discourse. Most of the
references made to my comments by students related to suggestions and
advice I had given them. The excerpts below illustrate this process:
But at first my obseni'ation, Icouldn'tgive you exact detail to
you. So, you said, you told me, "ChiaLing,you need more
example."AndI said, "Okay...,I will found more example and
detail for you." So,second obseivation,I watched my
presentationvideo,and Iwritea lot of things aboutmy
presentation.(Chia Ling, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
My title is compare womenandmen about who is more
talkative. The day before yesterday, I told you about this in
[the coffee shop]. At that time, I just told you aboutmy search,
but yourespondedthat my search was great. So, I decided to
use this title. (Eun Hee, audio journal #1, 10/15/01)179
After / posted the first article on the. ..web, / just got the idea
from your advice. What I did is changing a little bit from
researching...persuade to researching disagreement. (Amy,
audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
The quotes above reflect the students' awareness of my roleas
facilitator and guide in their inquiry process. The students incorporatedmy
utterances into their discourse, and they used my comments to refine their
investigations and extend their learning.
Incorporating distant contexts
Students often invoked external contexts to make sense of their
knowledge construction process in the classroom. They regularly made
references to the contexts of their own languages and cultures when
analyzing interactions in English. In the following reflection, Edgar contrasts
English and Spanish rhetorical patterns:
I think that the language has a veiy close relationship with the
culture. With the English language we talk directly but with the
Spanish language we use a lot of words to explain any thing.
(Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Likewise, Liana reflects on non-verbal communication in English by making
comparisons with styles of communication in her native culture:
I think that we use more physical contact than Americans do.
For example, we don't shake hands very often, only with
somebody that we don't know very well but we kiss a lot,
perhaps too much. We are accustomed to having less
personal space than Americans have, especially when talking.
But we don't smile when somebody looks at us, for example in
the street. That's a pity! (Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)By linking the contexts of their native cultures and languages to the current
context, the students were again using their prior knowledge to develop
new understandings.
The students also made frequent reference to other academic and
personal contexts in their reflections. In the observation below, Jin Young
describes an experience in a university class in order to emphasize the
importance of gestures:
When I participate OSU class temporarily, there was
presentation. Many people present about same topic. At that
time, I realized / can pay attention more if the speakeruse
gesture. One shy guy didn't use gesture at all. I almost fall
asleep, I couldn't keep my eyes open. Gestures make speech
more interesting. (Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
By narrating her experiences in another academic context ("When I
participate OSU class ..."), Jin Young is able to describe herprocess of
deve'oping awareness on the importance of gestures for communication,
which was the topic of her research project ("I realized Ican pay attention
more if the speaker use gesture")
Students also referred to their experiences in personal contexts
when reflecting on their research topics, as in the following description by
Keon Ho:
During the Thanksgiving holidays, / found out interesting
things about my research question. I watched three
animations. The movies were "The Little Mermaid" and
"Aladdin" and "Beauty and the Beast." While I was watching181
the movies, I found the same practice in my obse,vations. The
animation characters used hand gesture like native speakers.
It veiy excited me. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Keon Ho relates his research findings derived from observations in
academic settings to a personal context. He observes that characters in
animated movies use the same type of hand gesturesas native English
speakers ("The animation characters used hand gesture like native
speakers"). He is therefore pleased to be able to generalize his findings
beyond the context of his original observations ("It very excited me")
As evident from the above discussion, the students' knowledge
building process was extended beyond the classroom innumerous ways.
When interpreting new information, they frequently made references to the
contexts of their native cultures and to personal and academic contexts
outside the classroom.
In addition, students made connections with past experiences in
other contexts. Khaled's reflection below denotes that he was able to linka
past context ("I had been thinking about this point before this research")
with the current context of his project:
My research question was "How do study group members end
their [conversation] without causing any kind of
embarrassment? I am very concerned about...embarrassing,
and (think about it very much, so I thought this question
would be a perfect choice.... Actually, I had been thinking
about this point before this research, so when I got this
research, I thought it would be a perfect choice to have this
question. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)182
Khaled's reflections above clearly demonstrate the dialogical nature
of the learning experienced by the students. The students were drawing
from each other's utterances and experiences, from the teacher's
utterances, and from their own experiences in other contexts in order to
expand their knowledge. Their inquiry process was ongoing and
transcended the local moment: it was started before the course had even
begun, and it was extended to contexts beyond the walls of the classroom.
As Lee (2001) remarks, "A history of links to the students' prior
knowledge and experiences contributes strongly to the collective
understanding...and assists in the evolution of an intellectual community in
the classroom" (p. 117). As we have seen, the intertextual links made by
the teacher and the students served as strands used to weave the fabric of
social cognition in this classroom.
Concluding comments
In this chapter, the notion of social cognition was explored through a
consideration of the concept of intertextuality, the process of juxtaposing
texts in order to create new and deeper understandings. Both the teacher
and the students in this study used intertextual links in their collaborative
dialogues. These intertextual ties enabled them to activate their existing
knowledge and to use each other's previous experiences in the creation of183
new understandings. Thus, the intertextual links served "[to build] bridges
between ways of knowing" (Wells, 1999, p. 147) among the participants in
this study. The teacher and the students continuously contributed toa
collective fund of knowledge, which could be appropriated by individual
members of the group at different times, according to their particular needs.
In addition to the cognitive benefits stated above, this chapter has
demonstrated that intertextual linkages can also serve important affective
functions in the classroom. As discussed, both the teacher and the students
built intertextual links among each other's utterances and experiences to
address emotional issues related to learning, and to offer each other
encouragement, praise and support.
These intertextual links made by the teacher and the students served
to build a system of scaffolds that could be used by different members of
the class at different times. Both the teacher and the students provided
scaffolds to support learning through their collaborative exchanges.
Teacher as provider of scaffolding
These findings seem to confirm recent research on classroom
interaction focusing on ways teachers incorporate students' contributions
into the instructional discourse. This research highlights the importance of
the teacher's expert role in managing classroom exchanges and in assisting
students to build connections among various contributions within the group.For example, O'Connor and Michaels (1996) found that teachers'
restatements of students' comments serve a variety of functions, such as to
clarify course content, to discuss agreements and disagreements, or to
rebroadcast a students' contribution to the group as a whole. Duff (2000)
examined teachers' repetitions of students' comments and concluded that
these repetitions can serve both instructional goals (e.g., explanation of
concepts) and affective purposes (e.g., humor and language play). Boyd
and Maloof (2000) observed that when teachers build on student-proposed
intertextual links, they assume different roles in the classroom (e.g.,
questioner, affirmer and clarifier). Finally, Putney et al. (2000) explored the
teacher's role in building intertextual relationships in order to assist students
in solving science and math problems.
As in the studies cited above, as the teacher in the present study, I
incorporated students' utterances and prior experiences into my discourse
in order to achieve several instructional and affective purposes, including
offering explanations, encouraging reflection, and clarifying course
objectives. In this way, through my use of intertextual links, I actedas an
expert who provided constant guidance and support to students as they
completed different class tasks and assignments.
On their part, the students recognized and accepted my role of
expert, since they often incorporated my utterances into their owndiscourse. They asked for feedback and followedmy advice in carrying out
class assignments.
Students as providers of scaffolding
As discussed, the students in the present study built intertextual links
for a variety of cognitive and affective purposes (e.g., tocompare opinions
and experiences, to offer encouragement and praise). These intertextual
links served as scaffolds for them to provide assistance to each other.
Thus, through their collaborative interactions, the students at different times
acted as both experts and novices vis-à-vis their peers.
The students' comments to each other often resembled comments
made by the teacher; in other words, the teacher's utteranceswere used by
the students as models for their own utterances. Like the teacher, the
students built frequent intertextual links by paraphrasing other group
members' contributions, and they offered constant encouragement and
praise to each other. This finding is supported by Takahashi (1998), who
concluded that "the way learners provided mutual assistance reflected the
way the teacher offered them assistance" (p. 392). This indicates that the
students were beginning to appropriate the role of expert from the teacher;
they were "Jtransforming]...their responsibility for activities through their
participation" (Rogoff, 1995, p. 150).This study supports findings of previous research on classroom
interaction examining the mutual assistance provided by learners of similar
skill levels in the completion of classroom tasks (e.g., Brooks & Donato,
1994; Donato, 1994; Ohta, 2000; Swain & Lapkin, 1998; Takahashi, 1998).
Similar to these previous studies, the learners in the present study used
language to build collective scaffolds (Donato, 1994) for each other (and for
themselves), facilitating their knowledge construction process.
This process of constant intertextual linking among utterances,
actions and situations helped the students to "trust their own knowledge"
(Wink & Putney, 2002,p. 135). As seen above, students' remarks and
experiences many times served as resources that were appropriated by
their peers to create new understandings. The students whose voiceswere
being appropriated felt validated and accepted, and were further motivated
to contribute towards the collective knowledge. In this way, as Takahashi
(1998) remarks, "through social interaction the students [gained] masteryon
how to mediate each other's learning" (p. 402).
As previously mentioned, the teacher in this study made frequent
reference to students' utterances and experiences for different instructional
purposes. Many remarks made by the students in and out of the classroom
were revisited later by the teacher in order to facilitate learning for the
group. Thus, through their utterances and shared experiences, the students187
assisted the teacher in accomplishing her instructional goals. Itcould be
argued, therefore, that the students provided the teacher with the guidance
she needed to make teaching effective and relevant to their lives.As Wells
(1999) states, "the knowledge that [was] constructed about learnersand
learning...continuously [transformed] the teacher's way of understanding
and acting in the classroom" (p. 164).
Therefore, throughout the ten-week period of thecourse, the
students and the teacher were able to create scaffolds for learning andto
build a community in the classroom whereeveryone was developing. As
Wink and Putney (2002) describe,
The teacher-mentor brings the spark; where itgoes with the
learner/apprentice is unknown, unlimited, and uncontrollable.
In return, the novice offers a spark for the mentoras the
collaboration prompts the mentor to reenvision the issue at
hand. (p. 165)
Community of inquiry
Through their joint investigations, the teacher and students in this
study constructed meaning together, shared perspectives, and explored
each other's contributions. Knowledge was constantly being shaped and
reshaped by the group, and common understandings continued togrow and
develop as the class progressed. In this way, the teacher and students
worked collaboratively to create a community of inquiry in the classroom.
Through their use of intertextual links, the teacher and students createdcollective resources that could be later used by individual members of the
group to extend learning and to build new knowledge.
It is important to note, therefore, that these intertextual ties produced
by the teacher and the students were not built as isolatedoccurrences in
the class. Rather, the intertextual links were created within andacross
events over extended lengths of time, and were revised and transformed
throughout the whole course. In some cases, the intertextual links
transcended the ten-week period of the course and connected the current
context with distant (past and future) contexts. Theuse of longitudinal data
in this study was instrumental in documenting the history of theclass, and
in showing that events at one point in time influenced what occurredat
other times (Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992).
The assignments and activities designed for theLanguageResearch
Project gave participants frequent opportunities to build collective
knowledge and to draw from it. Within the interactionalspaces of the audio
journals, the web discussions, and the class discussions,group members
constructed meanings together on the basis of each other'sexperiences.
As in a true community of inquiry, the students shared with theteacher the
responsibility for building social cognition.Summary of Chapter 5
An examination of the teacher's discourse revealed that she
incorporated individual student's utterances in her comments toencourage
reflection, offer explanations, provide guidance, address affective issues,
and to transform a student's utterance into shared experiences for the
group to consider. In addition, the teacher often made references to
students' experiences in order to clarify concepts and toencourage group
problem solving.
An analysis of the students' discourse showed that they also
incorporated each other's utterances in their remarks. The students
reformulated each other's comments to compare beliefs, opinions and
experiences, and to address affective issues. The students also
incorporated the teacher's utterances and made references to contexts
external to the classroom in order to facilitate their knowledge construction
process.
These intertextual links made by the teacher and the students
through their collaborative dialogues, it was argued, served to builda
community of inquiry in the classroom.
In the next chapter I discuss the students' developing sense of
awareness about themselves as language learners and about other English
speakers in the community.190
CHAPTER 6: DEVELOPING AWARENESS OF SELF AND THE OTHER
This chapter describes the students' developing sense of critical
language awareness. As the students reflected on their daily interactions
with others in the community, they examined their own language abilities,
communication strategies and feelings, as well as the actions and reactions
of those with whom they were communicating.
Introduction
The students in their reflections invariably discussed their linguistic
abilities, successes and shortcomings in relation to their experiences with
other English speakers. Thus the relationship between the self and the
other(in this case, the native English speaker) was a salient feature in the
students' observations.
As discussed in Chapter 4, several tasks and artifacts throughout the
term encouraged students to examine critically their own communicative
skills and daily performance in encounters with other members of the
academic community. This process of self-analysis was also continued for
five months after the course was over, through follow-up interviews with
selected students. The goal of encouraging this type of self-examination in
both the class and the follow-up interviews was to develop in students the
kind of critical language awareness that van Lier (1 996b) claims is an191
essential ingredient for successful language learning. Critical language
awareness includes "awareness of language use in relevant settings, of
learning processes [and] of the power of language to enslave or liberate"
(van Lier, 1996b, p. 69). This awareness, according to van Lier (1996b),
serves the functions of "organizing, controlling and evaluating experience"
(p. 74).
Fairclough (1992) maintains that students' critical language
awareness should be developed from their existing skills and experiences.
"The experience of the learner can, with the help of the teacher, be made
explicit and systematic as a body of knowledge which can be used for
discussion and reflection" (p. 16). Based on their experiences and
reflections, the students are empowered to make decisions on "whether to
conform to perceived norms or whether to draw more creatively on their
knowledge of them, by combining them with alternatives or by ignoring
some or all of them" (Clark, 1992, p. 119). In this way, if students build
awareness while struggling to communicate with real people in contexts
that are relevant to them, this awareness can lead to empowerment.
As Hall (1999) describes, the objective of an instructional activity
such as the Language Research Project is not to encourage students to
reproduce unquestioningly the roles of native speakers in the community.192
On the contrary, it is to empower them to make informed choices. In her
words,
In learning about the various ways of making meaning within
[the community], the students develop a critical awareness of
language use, and thus, to a certain degree, are empowered
to make choices about whether to participate in the practices
and, in doing so, how to use the resources in ways that will
enhance the realization of their individual goals. (p. 150)
As described in this chapter, most students' self-appraisalswere
expressed vis-à-vis the actions and reactions of native English speakers in
the community with whom they were interacting. Their reflections included
their perceptions of themselves, of native English speakers, and their
thoughts on how native speakers perceived them as communicators. As
Norton (2000) suggests, the students' sense of identity in the second
language was developed in reference to relations of power between
themselves and native English speakers.
Bakhtin's (1981) notion of dialogism can offer us useful insights into
the relationship between self and other. According to Bakhtin,our existence
as individuals is a dialogical existence, where theselfand theotherare
mutually dependent. "In this sense, existence is something shared; it
constitutes a coexistence in which the 'I' cannot exist without the 'other.' In
other words, we need the perception of others in order to exist" (Moraes,
1996, p.97).193
Through their observations and collaborative reflections, students
gradually came to realize that their opportunities to speak and practice
English, as well as their feelings toward their own language abilities,were
socially constructed in their everyday interactions with others in the
community. These themes are explored further below.
The Self
In reflecting on their communicative encounters in English, the
students demonstrated a high level of metacognition, which relates to
students' awareness of themselves as learners and specificallyawareness
of their learning strategies, processes, and emotional states. Metacognitive
awareness is important for language learning because it encompasses
students' abilities to evaluate their strengths and weaknesses, to estimate
the demands of a task at hand, and to choose the most appropriate
resources for completing the task. This type of "awareness of the activity of
the mind" (van Lier, 1996b, p. 71), in Vygotsky's view, includes both
intellectual and affective processes, and is responsible for "the organization
of learning" (van Lier, 1 996b, p. 72).
Equally important is an awareness of one's own relationship to
society. The students in this study were developing a sense of self in the
new culture through their daily communicative exchanges with members of
the community. Through their interactions with others, the students were194
negotiating their second language identities; they were "constantly
organizing and reorganizing a sense of who they [were] and how they
[related] to the social world" (Norton Peirce, 1995, p.18). By reflectingon
their own language skills and on their encounters with other English
speakers, the students were able to explore their own attitudes and feelings
towards the second language and to examine the social forces that
influence their performance.
Four categories related to students' notions of se/f were identified in
the data: (1) awareness of affective and metacognitive strategies; (2)
awareness of language difficulties; (3) awareness of communication
strategies; and (4) awareness of factors that influence communication.
Each of these categories is discussed below.
Awareness of affective and metacognitive strategies
As previously noted, one of the first activities assigned in thecourse
asked students to keep a log of all their interactions in English for two full
days, and then to reflect on their experiences and feelings during the
exchanges. Other tasks asked them to conduct observations of interactions
in English in different settings. In their reflections students exhibiteda keen
understanding of their own planning, monitoring and evaluativeprocesses
before, during and after their interactions took place,as illustrated in the
comment below:195
Before start conversation, / always feel neivous about ifmy
English does work or not, then I feel relief that Americanare
listening carefully about me finally / can feel happymy English
works! Actually, sometime my English doesn't work and /am
depressed about that, but almost of my friends askme until
they understand what I want to say, so most of the time I feel
happy after conversation. (Hiroko, self-observation log,
10/1/01)
This comment reveals the strong emotions infused in these students'
interactive experiences (e.g., "neivous," "relief" "happy," "depressed").In
addition, it shows the students' reliance on external factors ("Americans")to
measure the success or failure of their communicative performances. In the
excerpt above, Hiroko states that she feels "relief' if Americansare listening
to her, and that she feels "depressed" if her "English doesn't work." Finally,
if her 'friends ask (her] until they understand," she feels "happy' after the
conversation. In other words, her emotions and self-judgmentare directly
linked to the reactions of others.
The fact that students were able to "take their emotional
temperature" (Oxford, 1990,p. 142) and to reflect on their feelings
surrounding their communicative exchanges in English reveal that they
were employing an appropriate "affective" strategy (Oxford, 1990,p. 141).
Affective strategies help learners gain control over anxiety and other
negative emotions and attitudes that might otherwise hamper language
learning.196
In addition, students were aware of their use of metacognitive
strategies such as planning, monitoring and evaluatingprocesses during
communicative events. This awareness reveals an important skill whichcan
help learners focus attention on the language task andmanage their own
performance (Wenden, 1991). Students' awareness of planning, monitoring
and evaluating processes is further discussed below.
Several students noted in their comments that they regularly
previewed the demands of interactions before engaging in communication.
Katie remarks,
Before the conversation, I was tensed. / practice what / will
say to them (Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
Porntipa observes,
In some situations, if! go to somewhere onpurpose, for
example go the bank or the post office, I always try to think
about the sentences that I want to talk. (Self-observation log,
10/1/01)
These reflections illustrate these students' awareness of the planning
process they followed: They tried to identify the purposes and topics of
communicative events and prepare for their performance in advance.
Many students reported monitoring the effectiveness of their
language skills during their communicative exchanges. For example,one
student states,
Sometimes I can't listen to their words, so I carefullypay
attention. When my pronunciation isn't exactly, Americans197
can't understand. So they ask me to repeat it my words.
(Yoon, audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
This student monitors his efforts to communicate ("I carefullypay
attention"). When he becomes aware of a problem ("Americans can't
understancf'), he seeks to repair it ("repeat my words")
Another student describes her attempts to assess her
communicative skills and to overcome difficulties in this way:
During the obseivation, I was neivous because Americans
talked fast and some spoke slangs that I cannot understand. I
could understand when / heard the words that / know. /
associated the words that I know then recognized the
meaning. (Katie, non-participant observation report, 10/29/01)
Katie analyzes her feelings ("I was neivous") and the cause of her
communicative difficulties ("Americans talked fast and some spoke slangs
that I cannot understand"), and she describes her use of contextual clues to
find solutions for her communication problems. "Contextualizing" (Chamot,
Barnhardt, El-Dinary, & Robbins, 1999, p. 22)is a monitoring strategy that
involves connecting new information to one's experiences and background
knowledge, which is exactly what she describes doing ("I associated the
words that I know then recognized the meaning").
Many students reported analyzing the outcomes of their interactions
and assessing the success of their performances afterwards. They often
critiqued different aspects of their language use, as illustrated in this
comment:After conversations / criticized what I was wrong
pronunciations, appearances, eye contacts and volume of
voice etc. (Jae, self-observation log, 10/1/01)
Students' comments also revealed a degree of doubt or uncertainty
in relation to the outcome of their interactions and theirown ability to
communicate. Eun Hee remarks,
After conversation, / think about conversation or if!
misunderstood him or didn't hear him/her, during short time /
think that what did he/she say to? / concern to it. (Self-
observation log, 10/1/01)
This type of uncertainty is also evident in the following observation by Amy:
/ always feel happy when I complete a difficult conversation,
but / am also worried about it./ am wondering if! know what /
shall know completely or if! misinterpret the other side. (Self-
observation log, 10/1/01)
As is evident from the student reflections above, several students
reflected on how well they performed in communicative tasks by conducting
a self-evaluation of their production and comprehension skills. Many times,
as noted earlier, the reactions of others served as a basis for their self-
assessment:
When / participated I felt that everyone was looked atme and
I noticed no signal of disapproving or misunderstandingmy
comments. / felt better when the professor approved my
comment (Edgar, participant observation report, 11/12/01)
This observation again emphasizes the direct connection between students'
self-appraisals and feelings of success ("I felt better") and the actions of
others ("when the professor approved my comment")199
As described above, the activities of the Language Research Project
encouraged students to examine and to evaluate their own learning
strategies. The students demonstrated a high level ofawareness of their
metacognitive processes when communicating in English. Riggenbach
(1999) points out that students' consciousness of their learningprocesses
can facilitate learning; in addition, this type of awareness can help "to
empower them in the sense that they are able to gain a measure of control
over their own position in the target culture" (p. 15).
Awareness of language difficulties
The project also encouraged the students to reflect critically on their
own language skills. In their reflections, they not only examined their
individual language difficulties, but they also considered the external factors
that influenced their daily performance in English. In analyzing their
language skills, the students reflected mostly on their language
weaknesses and communication difficulties. They perceived two skill areas
as most problematic when communicating with others: pronunciation and
vocabulary.
Keon Ho examines his language weaknesses in the following way:
They didn't understand my speaking because of my
pronunciation and my word choice. It was so difficult to
explain my wrong pronunciation word and to listen real
American speaker's word. (Self-observation log, 10/1/01)'I,
This student mentions two areas of concern: pronunciation and vocabulary
("word choice"). In addition, he is able to capture the complex demands of
communicative tasks, where difficulties lie in efforts to produce ("to explain")
and to comprehend ("to listen") language.
Many students identified particular situations and particular
inter)ocutors as sources of their pronunciation problems. Liana mentions
difficulties communicating with one specific individual, her academic
advisor:
Sometimes, peopledon't understandmyaccentparticularly
my advisor. It's because I have aFrenchaccent which is hard
tounderstand.(Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
Katie refers to a sandwich shop as an especially stressful setting:
Especially toordera sandwich inSubway is ve,ydifficultto
me. Idon't knowwhat must I say toadd something in
sandwich which Ireallyenjoy toeat. Many workers in Subway
don't understand my pronunciation. This is veryunhappy
because Icannotdeliver myopinion correctly and cannot
enjoythe sandwichwhat I really wanted.It is not only the
stress for me to ordersandwich,also to perform with
Americans. (Katie, audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Katie's pronunciation difficulties in this case are associated not only with the
situation ("to order asandwich")and with the people with whom she is
interacting ("Americans"), but also with the "stress" she feels in these
settings.
Eun Hee also refers to affective factors as contributing to
communication problems:201
I usually try to speak right grammar and correct pronunciation.
Nevertheless, they often didn't understand me because I
didn't have courage to speak English, so 1 spoke very quietly.
(Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
The second time I tried to say the same thing twice, my
pronunciation gets really out of shape because the second I
say it, it makes me nervous and I might be saying it wrong.
(Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
The students linked their pronunciation difficulties to certain settings
and individuals. These factors were associated with negative emotions
("didn't have the courage," "makes me nervous"), which contributed to their
pronunciation problems.
Students also remarked that their limited vocabulary knowledge
interfered with both comprehension and production of messages. In
referring to her weak comprehension skills, Jin Young notes:
I'm very weak about vocabulary. So, if there are many difficult
vocabularies in conversation, I cannot catch anything. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Several students related their language comprehension to their
limited knowledge of colloquial vocabulary, particularly slang and idiomatic
expressions:
I don't know a lot of slang and idioms. I missed their words
which they use slang and idioms. Quietly, I will listen to their
conversation because the young guys use more slang than
the elderly. It is difficult for me to understand the young guys'
words. (Yoon, audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Students also perceived their weak vocabulary as a limiting factor in
message production. Eun Hee notes that she uses "very easy vocabular/'202
(Midterm interview, 11/5/01), so she cannot express her ideas in a
sophisticated manner. Amy echoes this concern by saying,
/ don't have a lot of vocabularies which can be used to
embellish my oral expression. (Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Kim further explains,
I want to learn the way to express my thought clearly and
naturally. First of all, I think I should get used to using English
and then I should enrich my vocabulary and learn how to
express it well. (Web discussion #1, 1 0/8/01)
In addition, students often associated negative feelings with their
lack of vocabulary knowledge, as evident in the following comment by
Akiko:
I've got irritated sometimes because / couldn't say the
sentence what / wanted to say, and I realized that / have
really narrow knowledge of vocabulary. (Self-observation log,
10/1/01)
The students' language difficulties were usually associated with
particular interlocutors (e.g., an academic advisor) and settings (e.g.,a
sandwich shop)the students were therefore aware of the situated nature
of their own communicative competence (Duff, in press). These and other
factors perceived by the students to be most influential for thesuccess of
their communicative exchanges are discussed later.
The students' perceived weakness in pronunciation and vocabulary
often evoked negative emotions. The students recognized that the anxiety
they felt was context-dependent. These observations by the studentsseem203
to confirm Norton's (Norton, 2000) assertion that anxiety is nota permanent
characteristic of language learners. Rather, it is socially-constructed within
their everyday interactions with others.
As described below, the students also identified several strategies
they used regularly to overcome their language difficulties.
Awareness of communication strategies
Canale (1983) defines strategic competenceas the knowledge of
strategies which can be used to enhance communication or to compensate
for communication breakdowns. Researchers have identified different
categories of communication strategies commonly used by second
language learners, such as "avoidance," paraphrase," "appeal for
assistance," and "mime" (Dornyei & Scott, 1997).
Awareness of such strategies demonstrates that the studentswere
conscious of the communication problems they faced on a daily basis, and
that they attempted to solve these problems intentionally. Budi's reflection
below illustrates his conscious use of several of these strategies:
/ used simply words when / responded the conversations and
sometimes I used the body language like showing what I am
talking about. And they can understand me. But there's a
difficult thing during the interactions. When I spoke to
someone, sometimes they didn't understand because of my
pronunciation. And that's why I used the body language or I
have to repeat the words again. (Self-observation log,
10/1 /0 1)204
Budi's comment refers to the use of threecommon strategies: mime ("I
usedbodylanguage"), paraphrase ("I used simply words") and repetition ("I
have to repeat my words again"). These and other communication
strategies were commonly cited by the studentsas effective means to solve
communication difficulties.
The use of body language as a way to compensate for
communication problems was the strategy most often mentionedby the
students. Natsuki remarks,
/ think the most helpful things whenwe talk with American is
bodylanguage. (Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
Ming Ju observes,
/ like to usebodylanguage. It's reallyhelpful.Sometimes I can
express what I want clearly. The body language helps me.
(Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Body language was perceived to be an effective communicationstrategy
for the students because it circumvents the two mostproblematic areas
identified by them: pronunciation difficulties and lack ofvocabulary
knowledge. Budi's reflection above refers to pronunciationdifficulties ("they
didn't understand becauseofmypronunciation"),and Yoon (below) alludes
to the use of gestures to compensate for his weak vocabularyskills:
WhenI came in America the first time, I could speakEnglish
hardly. So, / often used gestures incommunication whenI
didn'tpresentenoughwhat I would like to speak my thoughts.
The useofmy gestures helps me much to transmit my205
thoughts to partners of my communication. (Class observation
report, 11/5/01)
When used as a communication strategy, paraphrasing involves
exemplifying, illustrating, describing or using alternative wordsto convey
meaning when certain vocabulary items are unknown. Eun Hee describes
her use of this strategy:
When / don't bring up the word in English from head, Ican
explain the word with using easy word. (Web discussion #1,
10/8/01)
Paraphrasing is an effective method for coping with weaknesses in
vocabulary. However, Mark is aware that extensive paraphrasingcan be
time-consuming:
For me, I'll try to express what / mean with my vocabulary.
And, it takes much more time. (Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
While the use of paraphrase served to solve deficiencies in
vocabulary knowledge, repetition was a strategy employed tocope with
pronunciation problems. Liana observes,
Sometimes I need to repeat myself because they don't
understand the words I pronounce with my accent. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Jin Young explains,
/ usually repeat some keywords. Maybe it helps people to
understand my strange pronunciation. (Web discussion #1,
10/8/01)206
The students also mentioned the utilization of other resources to aid
communication, such as drawings, objects and the dictionary. The use of
these resources again solves both vocabulary and pronunciation difficulties.
Chia Ling remarks,
[If] they cannot understand me, I can show something just by
things. I can pick something or I can draw a picture for them.
It's also the good way. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Eun Hee reflects,
Sometimes, I indicate things and use the dictionary. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Interactional strategies require that "participants carry out trouble-
shooting exchanges cooperatively" (Dornyei & Scott, 1997). Therefore,
these strategies require a mutual desire to communicateon the part of
speakers and listeners. Liana frequently checks for comprehension when
talking to others:
When / speak, / ask constantly if the person to whom Iam
speaking, understands what I'm trying to explain. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Eun Hee observes that she often asks for assistance and clarification when
interacting with others:
If my friends say words I don't know, I usually ask them about
it. In addition, I don't forget to smile when / am participating in
talks with them.... If I don't hear my friend, / wouldsay, 'what's
that?' or 'pardon me' or 'slow down.' (Web discussion #1,
10/8/01)207
These interactional strategies can be effective because they provide
a way for interlocutors to isolate and solve linguistic problems so that
communication goals can be achieved. However, as Mark explains,
interlocutors are not always cooperative:
The American students...they are kind of not so patient with
me ... I try to explain something to them, and if they don't
understand that very well...,they are just like: "Okay, okay,
okay, that's okay.".. They give up. (Follow-up interview,
5/22/02)
Liana also observes,
When we have some problems with the language, it's not very
easy to communicate and if the interlocutor does not
encourage us, we are not going to continue to speak. (Audio
journal #1, 10/15/01)
Therefore, the students were aware that the success or failure of their
communication attempts depended on the willingness of others to engage
in joint negotiation.
The activities comprising the Language Research Project
encouraged students to examine their own learning processes, language
difficulties and the strategies they used to compensate for these difficulties.
The fact that the students had pronunciation problems and a limited range
of vocabulary is not surprising. Neither is the fact that they planned,
monitored and evaluated their English interactions, and that they used
strategies such as paraphrasing and miming to solve their communication
problems. What is important is that these students became aware of theseprocesses and skills. This type of "meta-consciousness" allows for
"increasing self-regulation, for deeper processing, for more efficient learning
actions..., and for appropriate levels of confidence in one'sown abilities"
(van Lier, 1996b, p. 71).
As seen below, the students' sense of consciousness of their
communicative interactions in English was not solely basedon their
individual cognitive abilities. Their awareness was also tied to sociocultural
factors surrounding their interactions.
Awareness of factors that influence communication
As noted in Chapter 4, the students were encouraged to use Hymes'
(1972a) SPEAKING model as a system for analysis and description. Not
only did the students use this model when conducting their observations,
they also reflected on how different components in this framework affected
their ability to communicate in English.
Three components of the SPEAKING model were perceived by the
students as most influential in their communicative exchanges: setting, topic
(message content), and participants. Eun Hee's comment below captures
the complex interplay of these three components in speech activities:
When / usually talk to my dorm friends in the corridor.../ feel
veiy comfortable just like when / am speak to a Korean, really,
really, really comfortable. When / am watching a movie,my
friends frequently stop by my room and enjoy the movie.
These conversation situations are made in a vety naturalway;however, it/s a totally different story when I participate in a
conversation in class or other places with strangers. I usually
freeze, nervous. I was like this when I joined the class at
OSU. When my group asked me what I learned about the
video or lecture, / would transfer into a rock. Even if I had a
good idea, I wouldn't say my opinion to them. (Audio journal
#2, 11/26/01)
By focusing on differences in the setting ("my dorm," "class at OSLI'), the
topic ("the movie," "the video or lecture") and the participants ("friends,"
"strangers"), Eun Hee is able to articulate very clearly how these three
components can influence the outcomes of an interaction. These three
factors are further discussed below.
Many students distinguished between social settings and
professional settings, adding that communication was easier in more social
and informal settings. Jae notes,
The setting of the conversations was very important. When we
talked a comfortable place, coffee shop or restaurant, which
helped us to talk for more time. (Self-observation log, 10/1/01)
Amy reflects,
Two most difficult experiences are in OSU Federal Credit
Union and in Craft Center. Maybe it is because those words
they used were more professional. (Self-observation log,
10/1/01)
In addition, several students identified specific features in the setting
which can impact communication:
If the environment is very nice, is, I mean, if it is comfortable,
we feel good, we are not worried, we know all the people that
in a meeting we can relax. We are not afraid to participate or210
just to talk with them. But also the setting I think is important
because if you have everything that you need when you are
talking, or when you try to give an explanation with people. if
you have the equipment of what you need, it/s easier. For
example, we are in a very nice room with chairs or tables or
light, very nice light...it is comfortable, and we feel good.
(Edgar, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
In the comment above, Edgar describes several elements in the setting
which can affect the outcome of an interaction: "equipment," "chairs,"
"tables," and "light." These features seem to have a direct effect on his
feelings and emotions ("not worried," "can relax," "not afraid'). The topic of
conversation, as seen below, was also perceived by the students to bean
important element influencing communicative practices.
Many students cited lack of background knowledge about the topic
under discussion as an important cause of communication difficulties:
When I talk about a subject that I never do before sometimes I
am a little afraid to make mistakes or not be able to
understand some words. (Edgar, self-observation log,
10/0/01)
According to the students, familiarity with the topic is important because it
helps with their self-expression in English:
When I'm in discussion group, the topic decides my attitude in
discussion. If I know the topic well, I can join more actively,
but if! don't know the topic well, I just enjoy listening and
getting new in formation...I feel most comfortable when
talking about what I already talked in English, I know how to
explain my thinking and I can add more thinking next time.
(Hiroko, web discussion #1, 10/8/01)211
Still, some familiar themes were perceived by the students as
undesirable topics for conversation because of their sensitive nature. Ali
remarks that he does not enjoy discussing his religious beliefs:
I don't like to talk about religions because I might be insulting
someone's religion by misunderstanding him. (Self-
observation log, 10/1/01)
Akiko refers to the events of September11th2001 as a difficult subject:
The type of communicative tasks that I'm least comfortable
are about politics and questions of the recent tragedy in NYC.
The most comfortable tasks are basic conversations. (Self-
observation log, 10/1/01)
It is important to point out that the classroom-based phase of this
study started in late September, 2001, only two weeks after the September
11thterrorist attacks were perpetrated in the United States. At that time, the
American response to the attacks was still unclear, and the possibility of a
worldwide war was quite real. Akiko's comment above was the only explicit
reference to September 1
1thfound in the student data set; however, it is
important to keep in mind that this was a time when international students
were feeling extremely vulnerable, and when their families at home were
very worried about their presence in the U.S. An excerpt from my
researcher's journal reflects this reality:
I started class by talking with selected students about the
events in the world. The U.S. and England had bombed
Afghanistan during the weekend, and I was asking them if
their parents at home were worried about them. Porntipa told
me her parents had planned to come here next week for a212
visit, but are re-thinking their plans. This is not a good time to
travel. When Ali arrived, I asked him if he had talked to his
folks in Saudi Arabia, and he said "yes." He said his mom is
extremely worried and wants him to return home, but his
father supports his decision to stay here. This must be so hard
for him. (Researcher's journal, 10/8/01)
Under these circumstances, it is understandable that Au, a Muslim
student, preferred not to discuss "religions," and that Akiko did not feel
comfortable talking about "the recent tragedy in NYC."
As described below, in addition to the two factors already discussed
(i.e., the setting and the topic of conversation), the students perceived the
participants in an interaction as another important factor affecting their
attempts to communicate in English.
As expected, many students remarked that conversations with
strangers were more difficult than interactions with people they knew.
Yutaka reflects,
If I talk with unknown American people, I'll feel nea'vous. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Edgar observes,
If I know the person before I feel more comfortable but when I
meet the person for the first time, sometimes I am not sure
how the conversation could be taken place. (Web discussion
#1, 10/8/01)
In addition, several students alluded to participant roles as factors
affecting interactions:213
My feelings are different according to everybody. When I talk
with my friends, I'm not nervous because I can make
mistakes. But when I'm with my advisor, for example, I'mvery
nervous and then I don't find my words, my expressions are
broken up. I lose my words because I want to show him that I
can speak English without mistakes...I need more time to be
at ease with "important" persons. (Liana, self-observation log,
10/1/01)
Liana notes that the roles of the participants in an interactioncan have a
significant effect onher feelings and on the outcomes of an interaction. As
sheobserves,talking to "important persons" (e.g., her advisor) makes her
feel more "nervous" than talking to "friends."
In their reflections, manystudents remarkedthat conversations with
otherinternational students wereeasier than conversations with Americans.
In the comment below, Mark attributes the reason for this problem to the
type of vocabulary used by most Americans ("a lot of slang"):
Conversation with the international students who are non-
native English speakers is much easier than with the
Americans. I think people who live in the dorm will have this
kind of experience. Americans use a lot of slang and special
use we've never seen before we came here. (Web discussion
#1, 10/8/01)
However, otherstudentssuch as Porntipa, alluded to "speaking skill'
as a reason for this difference:
If in my group compose of students who have the same
speaking skill not too talkative or not too quiet, I feel more
happy and comfortable to share my ideas with them. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)214
Still, Khaled mentions deeper cultural differences as potential
reasons for miscommunication:
Always I don't feel comfortable speaking with the English
speakers, especially the Americans. Actually, Americans like
to talk and like to speak, like to smile, / mean, like to smile and
laughing...The conversations somehow, they are different
than what I use to have with my native language speakers
that / speak with. You know, Americans have a different
greeting and the topics they talk about it, they are different,
and the feeling, the emotions they use al/that's different. I
know, and I'd like to learn how can / do that as the Americans
do. Maybe / like how American do. And I'd like to have the
ability to make the conversation as well as the American.
(Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
The comment above by Khaled reflects a dilemma shared by many
of the students. On one hand, they feel that Americans' ways of speaking
are "different." On the other, they realize that in order to be a successful
English speaker, they must adopt some American behaviors ("I'd like to
have the ability to make conversation as well as the American"). This isan
extremely difficult predicament, since Khaled recognizes that "he [doesn't]
feel comfortable speaking with the English speakers, especially the
Americans." This conflictual relationship between the self and the other is
further explored later.
As discussed, the students identified three factors as most influential
for the outcomes of their interactions in English: the setting, the topic of
conversation and the participants in the interaction. They felt they
performed better in situations where the setting was intimate and informal215
(e.g., the dorm, the coffee shop), the topics were familiar (e.g., movies) and
the interlocutors were non-threatening (e.g., friends, other international
students). Conversely, the students felt they did not perform well (i.e.,
"would transfer into a rock") in academic and "professionaf' places (e.g., the
university classroom, the bank), when they were dealing with academic,
unfamiliar or sensitive topics (e.g., discussing religion or debriefinga class
lecture), with threatening conversation partners (e.g., an academic advisor
or "Americans" in general).
Norton's (Norton, 1997, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995) concept of
investment gives us important insights into the student observations
described above. Investment, according to her, refers to "the socially and
historically constructed relationship of learners to the target language and
their sometimes ambivalent desire to learn and practice it" (1997,p. 411). In
her study of immigrant women in Canada, Norton found that her
participants felt most uncomfortable in situations in which they had
particular symbolic or material investment. Several of her participants had
strong investments in their jobs and professional lives; yet, they felt
uncomfortable in the workplace, when speaking to their bosses or other
professionals. A similar phenomenon happened to the students in the
present study. They had invested in their education in the U.S. and they
valued highly their social contact with Americans. Paradoxically, it was216
precisely those interactions with Americans in academic settings that made
them feel most uncomfortable.
The next section explores how the students saw themselves in
relation to others in the community, and how their relationships with others
affected their ability and desire to communicate in English.
The Other
In order to improve their English skills, many students expressed the
desire to act like native English speakers and to make friends with them.
Many students acknowledged the need to adopt American behaviors and
speaking styles, even if some of these behaviors sometimes seemed
strange and awkward. Hence, the students felt that access to the other (i.e.,
native English speakers) was an important condition for their social and
academic adjustment. But as described below, access to American
classmates by these international students was very hard to obtain.
A desire for otherness
Many students expressed their hope to speak English as well as
native speakers, and to be able to behave like Americans. Chia Ling
reflects,
/ want to speak like American, but I cannot. (Web discussion
#1, 10/8/01)217
Yutaka observes,
I want to use English like native speakers. (Web discussion
#1, 10/8/01)
Eun Hee explains her long-term goal in her final course reflection:
My conclusion is that / tr,' to understand other people, and I
think how I effectively send my message to audience. I want
to be a native speaker. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
It is important to point out that as a teacher I tried to avoid referring
to the distinction between "native" and "non-native" English speakers as
much as possible in my discussions with the students throughout the
course. I tried to convey to them that many proficient English speakers in
the academic community are not native (including me, their teacher!).
Therefore, the speech of "Americans" or "native speakers" was not the only
model available to them. The language used by many non-native English
speakers in the community also served as appropriate representations of
competence in English. Nevertheless, the students consistently used the
terms "Americans" and "native speakers" when referring to competent
English speakers in the community. Some of them noted that their desire to
be "like Americans" went beyond their need to speak English well. They
wished to make friends with Americans and to feel acknowledged and
accepted by them.218
In his first audio journal, Khaled remarks,
All the time I amthinkingI am different and Idon'thave any
ability to make a goodconversationwith the people. All the
time I'mthinking thatI amnotaccepted. (Audio journal #1,
10/15/01)
At the end of the course, in his second audio journal, Khaled reflects on his
participant observation experience:
The bestobseivationfor me was the last one because it gave
me achanceto participate and ask question. It gave me the
feeling that I am oneofthem, oneofthe universitystudentsby
indirectway. I really enjoyed it and / feel really, really helpful.
(Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Khaled perceived his lack of ability "to make goodconversation"as a sign
of being"different"and "not accepted' by others. Later, through his
participant observation, he had the opportunity to "participateandask
question(s),"an experience which gave him "the feeling that [he is] oneof
them."
Katie echoes this desire to be accepted by Americans and to make
friends with them in one of her reflections:
Icannotspeak in English...This is very bad. When I speak
Korean,I speak a lotof jokes,humors, and word plays. I
heard from many people who areKoreanthat I have a talent
for language. Till now, becauseofmy talent, I have many
friendsin Korea and here in Coivallis. I have been here only
onemonth, but Ihave many friends now,butonly Korean
want make afriendwho is American because it is not only to
speakEnglishbut also to know the American culture, but I
don'thave a chance to make a friend with the American....It
is actually adifficult conditionnow. Becauseofthat,
sometimes / amdejected.(Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)219
Several other students expressed Katie's feeling of being "dejected"
and somewhat isolated from Americans as a consequence of their limited
English skills. Yutaka reflects,
I had a lot of discuss with other students, but if / know them,
who are our classmate, I can talk with them. However, if!
don't know them, who are OSU students or other class
students, I will feel stress. Maybe this reason is English. Our
classmate is same speaking level, but other students have
good speaking skills, because / feel inferior to them. (Web
discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Just as Katie feels "dejected," Yutaka feels "inferior" to his American
classmates because, unlike him, they have "good speaking skills." As
discussed below, these feelings of inferiority and inadequacy must be linked
to power relations that the students had to negotiate on a daily basis within
the community and with their marginalized positions as international
students (Norton, 2000).
The students' desire to be like the other (i.e., the native speaker)
transcended their need to speak English well. This desire was grounded on
their need to be accepted, to make friends, and not to be treated differently
by community members. Still, they recognized that they needed to change
themse/ves and to adopt behaviors which they considered odd and strange
in order to be more like the other.220
Otherness as odd
In their attempts to examine and analyze interactions in English,
many students observed behaviors by native speakers which seemed odd
to them. Jin Young reflects on Americans' use of gestures:
I saw a man in coffee shop. I don't know what he said
because / was outside of coffee shop, but / can know what he
was talking about. He was talking about something's size
because suddenly he stand up and spread his twoarms.
That's so funny to me...If someone do same thing in my
country, people probably think he or she is strangeperson,
and they think that is ridiculous over action. (Audio journal #1,
10/1 5/0 1)
Jin Young describes the observed behavior as "funny," and she addsthat
the same behavior would be considered "strange," anda "ridiculous over
action" in her country. Porntipa expresses similar thoughts when she
characterizes the American "interaction style" as "too much:"
I really like their voices that are changingup and down while
they are speaking. I think this style is very unique and
interesting...Therefore, I think their interaction style isvery
lively even though sometimes I think it is too much. (Web
discussion #2, 11/9/01)
Likewise, Yutaka describes American's behaviorsas "very funny' and "very
strange" when referring to their use of "listening signals." (Yutaka coinedthe
term "listening signals" to refer to feedback signals that indicatemessage
comprehension, such as head nods or expressions like "uhuh" and "yeah"):
/ listen other people's conversation and collectnew style
listening signals. It's really funny, and eachperson is very
different listening signals. Some peopleare very strange, I221
think so. Very funny listening signals. (Audio journal #2,
11/26/01)
In their attempts to be like the other, several students tried to
replicate the "native" behaviors they observed. Still the feeling of oddness
persisted. In the excerpt below, Yutaka describes his feelings of inadequacy
when trying to imitate the "listening signals" he had observed:
American people use listening signal very naturally, but when
I tried to use listening signals, I felt something strange.I can't
explain this feeling, but I felt strange. In Japan, we use other
different signals because I felt that maybe. (Participant
observation report, 11/12/01)
Hiroko describes her attempts to reproduce American's use of body
language in this way:
When I was in Japan, I always feel American expression is
overreaction. I still have same opinion about their
expressions, but sometimes I use more other face movements
and gestures because my English skill is very low, so I can't
express my emotions well. So, I make a face more smiley
when I feel happy and I open my eyes more widely when I
was surprised. But those things are embarrassing for me
because in Japan overreaction is a kind of stupid attitude, and
if! did in Japan, I looked weird. (Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Like the other students, Hiroko describes "American expression" as
"overreaction." Still, she justifies her need to emulate American's use of
body language "because [her] English skill is very low." However, she feels
these behaviors are "embarrassing" for her because in her country they
would be considered "stupid" and "weird."222
The students' observations above seem to reflect Bakhtin's (1981)
notion that a person's participation in interactions happens througha
difficult process of appropriation of others' utterances:
Not all words for just anyone submit easily to this
appropriation, to this seizure and transformation into private
propriety: many words stubbornly resist, others remain alien,
sound foreign in the mouth of the one who appropriated them.
(Bakhtin, 1981, p.294)
As Toohey (2000) remarks, this process of appropriation iseven
more complex for second language learners, who "must appropriate
unfamiliar words and identity positions from others whomay resist their
appropriation" (p. 126).
Norton (2000) points out that a person's identity is "a site for
struggle" (p. 127). Indeed, the observations above reveal the multipleand
contradictory nature of the students' identities. The students' desireto
speak like native speakers and to behave like Americansmany times
clashed with their own cultural values and notions of appropriateness.
Nevertheless, they felt that it was important to haveaccess to native
speakers in order to improve their English.
Seeking access to the other
Most students believed that the best way to improve theirEnglish
skills was to interact with Americans. Katie observes,223
Studying and speaking with the native speakers, /can
improve my English. (Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Ming Ju remarks,
I also like to talk to American. When I talk to American, /can
feel how much I improve. (Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)
Eun Hee refers to the need to talk to Americans to practice Englishas a
"challenge:"
If we hadn't tried to more practice languages,we wouldn't
have improved it and reduced gap between native speaker
and non-native. In addition, we should get the challenge when
we meet to talk with native speakers. (Web discussion #1,
10/8/01)
As discussed, students consistently expressed the desire to behave
like Americans in order to feel accepted and the need to interact with them
in order to improve their English skills. However, many times they viewed
American's behaviors as peculiar and strange, and they felt inadequate
when trying to mimic these behaviors. In the following reflection, Khaled
describes the difficult dilemma faced by the students: On one hand, they
recognize the need to have access to native speakers; on the other hand,
they are aware of how difficult it is to reach Americans:
I agree with you about living with English natives, Of course, it
is the perfect way to learn English faster, but it is not easy to
get along with them. So, if you can handle living with them, I
guess it would be great. (Web discussion #1, 10/8/01)224
Khaled attributes the difficulty to reach Americans to the fact that "it is not
easy to get along with them." Several other students also expounded on
this theme, as seen below.
The other as hard to reach
Many students expressed their frustration concerning the difficulty to
interact and to make friends with American classmates. Liana remarks,
/ think that it is in class that it's more difficult to meet
somebody because they are just there to take notes, and they
don't talk with anybody, they don't stay after their class just to
chat, like in France. (Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
In the reflection above, Liana observes that Americans are hard to reach
because of cultural differences ("they don't stay after class just to chat, like
in France"). However, she later develops a bleaker view of the situation:
When I started to ask questions to my classmates, theywere
quite surprised to figure out that I was French, but.../ don't
know why...they didn't want to learn more about my country,
and the discussions were very short. They have never tried to
help me. Maybe because imagine that I can understand all
what the teacher says, but it's not true and I need help. And /
think that it takes a long time to be friends with Americans.
(Audio journal #1, 10/15/01)
Liana regards her American classmates as uninterested in developinga
relationship with her ("they didn't want to learn more aboutmy country') and
as unwilling to offer assistance ("they never tried to help me"). She
concludes by remarking that "it takes a long time to be friends with
Americans."225
Eun Hee feels even more negative about gaining access to
American classmates:
American students tend to ignore international students in
class because most international students who start first term
in OSU cannot speak very well. As / have seen in situations
like this, most international students tend to avoid discussions
in classes. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
In Eun Hee's view, American students deliberately "ignore" international
students in class because of their limited communicative abilities. However,
she makes a distinction between the behavior of Americans in class, and in
other social settings, such as her residence hafl ("McNary'):
Between my McNaiy friends and OSU classmates, it's so
different...Because McNary friends are just hanging out.
They use easy words, and they understood me and I
understood them...[They use] social language and actually
they don't care their credit...their grades. It's just easy to
hang out with friends. But OSU class is not. (Midterm
interview, 11/5/01)
Eun Hee believes that access to Americans is easier in social and personal
settings because they do not have to worry about their grades in thesenon-
academic situations. However, according to her, the circumstancesare very
different in the university classroom, where "credit" and "grades" are at
stake. This lack of access and opportunity in the university classroom
became a major concern for the students who were enrolled in classes with
American classmates.226
Access denied
The students who were enrolled in universitycourses with American
classmates consistently expressed their frustrations regarding their position
in class vis-à-vis their native-English-speaking peers. Eun Hee notes that
international students typically do not like to speakup in class:
Actually many international students don't like a discussion
class or a small class...because the professor, most
professors want them to discuss about project in class, but
actually international students don't like that because they
don't have confidence about English. (Midterm interview,
11/5/01)
Other students expressed similar feelings about their hesitation to
participate in class. Ming Ju explains that this hesitation is partly caused by
cultural differences:
[In the U.S.] when the audiences doubt, they ask the lecturers
questions often. Although people in my country have doubt,
there are not many people asking questions (Web discussion
#2, 11/19/01)
Kim describes an experience in a meeting with American classmates:
You know, / have my Microeconomics class, and I toldyou we
had a group to talking about our midterm. And therewere
huge Americans there, over than fifty...And I just feel like,
"Oh, gosh how can I talk with them?" Because,you know, our
English is not good enough and sometimes I feel that / bother
them because of my English. They want to talk aboutmany
things, and there is this one girl and she cannot speak English
well, and maybe they think that she cannot helpus. (Follow-
up interview, 5/20/02)227
Kim is reflecting on her efforts to join a study group and to work
collaboratively with her American classmates in preparing for a midterm
exam ("we had a group to talking about our midterm"). However, as Kim
observes, she is unable to contribute to the meeting because she feels she
would "bothe( her classmates. She is silenced during the meeting because
she assumes her classmates would not welcome her contributions in her
limited English. She takes on the voice of her American classmatesas she
refers to herself in the third person ("there is this one girl and she cannot
speak English well... she cannot help us").
Liana recalls another frustrating experience in class:
I remember one time. It was a question that apparently
nobody knew it very well. And / was, "Okay, Liana, you know
the answer, and you know it's right." But I didn't. / was so
disappointed with myself, but I didn't. (Follow-up interview,
5/20/02)
Clearly, it is difficult for these students to speak up in class even
when they feel confident about their knowledge of the course content ("you
know the answer, and you know it's righf'). This situation can cause
feelings of self-doubt ("I was so disappointed with myself') even for a
student like Liana, who had completed her undergraduate education in her
native France, and was therefore familiar with western structures of
classroom participation.228
Likewise, in their follow-up interviews, Budi, Hong and Amy
mentioned that they never ask questions in class. They always wait until the
end of the class session to approach their professors privately, or they visit
their professors during office hours. This inability to participate actively in
class puts these students in a particularly difficult position in relation to their
native-English-speaking peers.
Eun Hee remarks that the students who are considered to be
intelligent are the ones who contribute to class discussions:
[The student] who is more brainy and who is more talkative,
and who says more good ideas in class" (Midterm interview,
11/5/01)
As she observes, being "talkative" in class is a sign of being smart and
"brainy." However, since international students don't usually contribute to
class discussions, even when they know the answer to questions raised in
class, a logical conclusion might be that international studentsare not
regarded as intelligent or as competent as their American classmates.
Kim further explains that Americans are many times unhelpful and
unwilling to cooperate with international students ingroup projects. She
recounts the experiences of her Korean friend:
And I heard from my other friend...when there was a study
group or something, they think that Americans don't want to
make them as their group...And my friend said that it is not
easy to make an American friend. They just take a class
together, but they didn't have much chance to talk with them,
and when there is group they feel that they are stupidorsomething. They were afraid of talking...[She] said, some
people don't want to talk with them, and if there is a meeting,
sometimes they didn't call them. They just do it by
themselves, and then she just got the answer. (Follow-up
interview, 5/20/02)
According to Kim, international students sometimes feel 'stupid"
when working in groups with American peers because "they are afraid of
talking." Furthermore, she notes that American students often exclude their
international classmates from group meetings ("if there isa meeting,
sometimes they didn't call them") and choose to work "by themselves." This
situation creates a sense of powerlessness for international students who
lack confidence in their English skills in the first place.
Kim's observation above is consistent with Leki's (2001) findings that
domestic students "[use] their power to deny access [of international
students] to some of the practices of the U.S. college student community
and thus to fuller participation in that community" (p. 61).
Even when the international students decide to overcome their
insecurities and attempt to claim their right to contribute to group problem-
solving, they are met with tremendous challenges. Mark recalls a
particularly painful incident while working on a group project in class:
Three or four weeks ago, I had a big pain about I cannot
explain myself ve!y well, so they think that my idea is kind of
not so valuable...I think that assignment for me was very
easy, you know. But I cannot explain the whole things very
well. (Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)230
Mark reports that the group assignment on that day was particularly
easy for him, so he was determined to explain the solution to his group.
However, since he could not express himself very well in English, his group
members felt his idea was "not so valuable." He continues by describing his
persistent attempts to find a group member who would listen to his ideas:
Ithinkthey might be lazy or something, because when /
explain this idea in this way,andthey cannot understand me,
maybe I'll tiy the other way,andthe third way, and the fourth
way. But maybe after thesecondthey say: "Okay, okay.". ..1
tried to talk to this one, but he said: "Okay, okay."And /tried
this one, he said "Okay, okay."And finallyI found someone!
(Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
As Marks notes, American students are often "Iaz' and unwilling to work
with him in helping to get his meaning across. The American students in his
group were thwarting his attempts to communicate by saying, "Okay, okay'
(i.e., "Never mind..."). However, Mark was determined to explain the
solution to the assignment to his group, and he didn't give up. He explains
that he finally found a group member who was "patient' with him:
And then theonewho ispatient to me. He explained this idea
totheother group. So, maybe three or four groupswere doing
theassignment inmy way. Butno one knowsthat.Everyone
thinksthat's his way, not mine! (Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
Mark finally found an American classmate who would listen to his ideas.
Soon, the classmate explained Mark's ideas to his group and then to other
groups in the class. However, since the classmate was the one explaining231
the solution to the others, everyone in the class thought that thiswas the
classmate's idea, not Mark's.
American classmates were perceived to be unsupportive of
international students' struggles in the classroom. Many of the students
reported that they do not contribute to class discussions because they lack
confidence in their English skills and/or because their educational
backgrounds did not train them to participate actively in class. However, as
seen in Kim's and Mark's descriptions above, when international students
do try to make contributions, they are often silenced by their American
peers who exclude them from group project meetings, or who discourage
communication by saying "Okay, okay." Even when these international
students feel confident about their knowledge of course content, they do not
feel safe to answer questions in class, as Liana observed. Or, as in Mark's
case, international students may not receive credit for their contributions.
The result, according to Eun Hee, is that international students are not
considered to be as "brainy' as their native-English-speaking peers; in
addition, they often feel "stupid" in class, as Kim notes. It is not surprising,
therefore, that most international students "don't like a discussion class or a
small class," as Eun Hee observes, and tend to prefer large lecture-style
classes instead.232
It is important to point out that these students' level of English
proficiency was quite advanced. In light of this, Mark's observations above
were particularly surprising to me. His English abilities were excellent: His
TOEFL score upon exiting my course was 583, well above the university
requirement for admission. In addition, he was quite knowledgeable of his
field, having already earned a master's degree in his country and having
been granted a research assistantship by his academic department to work
towards his Ph.D. Still, the domestic undergraduate students with whom he
was interacting in class made him feel that his contributions were "not so
valuable."Obviously, he was regarded by his local classmates as an
outsider and a marginal member of the community.
Leki's (2001) study supports these findings. In analyzing the
experiences of non-native-English-speaking students working in group
projects with domestic peers, she concludes that unequal relationships
within the groups repeatedly undermined the ability of these students to
make meaningful contributions to course projects. Based on her findings,
Leki reflects on the role that faculty members play in assigninggroup
projects. She observes that in the few cases "when satisfyinggroup work
experiences occurred...it was in conjunction with a teacher's intervention
to assert equality of roles within the groups" (p. 60). However, she remarks
that most "teachers remained unaware of the dynamics of these groups" (p.233
60). Other studies have also examined the role of faculty members
regarding the academic experiences of non-native-English speakers in
higher education. Based on a survey of mainstream faculty and ESL
students, Zamel (1995) describes difficult "tensions and conflicts," which
leads her to refer to these two groups as "strangers in academia" (p. 506).
While faculty members expressed concern with students' "deficient and
inadequate" (p. 507) language to fulfill course requirements, ESL students
described "classrooms that silenced them, that made them feel fearful and
inadequate, that limited possibilities for engagement, involvement,
inclusion" (p. 512).
In the present study, references to faculty members were not
prevalent in the data collected during the classroom-based phase; however,
they constituted a salient theme in the follow-up interviews. Several
students spoke of good teachers who organized their courses well and who
provided helpful resources, such as handouts and class notes available
through the web, which significantly enhanced their comprehension of
course topics and their ability to perform successfully. Others mentioned
friendly teachers, who were available for consultation out-of-class.
However, many students also described teachers whose instruction relied
solely on class lectures and who did not allow time for discussion of topics.234
These students reflected with regret that their English speaking skills had
been declining after leaving the ESL program:
I don't think my speaking skill is much improved.... In (the ESL
program] have a speaking class, we need to make agroup for
our presentation,. . . weshould talk in English in class. So, I
have a chance to talk in English. But in OSU class I don't
have a chance to talk in English even though there is all
Americans there. (Kim, follow-up interview, 5/20/02)
Several students described specific experiences with faculty members.
Liana mentions an incident with a teacher who was particularly insensitive
to her language difficulties:
When I came to the lab, I was a little bit confused, andevery
time I asked the question, he answered so fast that I had to
ask my partner to explain me what he did, what he explained.
And I don't think it's the role of my partner. (Follow-up
interview, 5/20/02)
Liana had been assigned to work on a lab project witha partner, and she
remarks that she was trying hard to understand the assignment and to
contribute to the task. Like the other students in this study, Lianawas not
comfortable speaking up in class; however, her desire to comprehend
the assignment gave her the motivation to overcome her reticence and to
ask the teacher for help. Because she felt "a bit confused," she asked the
teacher several questions. However, her efforts were met with further
challenges: The teacher did not seem to be sensitive of Liana's language
difficulties and his explanations were incomprehensible to her ("every timeI
asked the question, he answered so fast'). This forced Liana to ask her235
partner for clarification repeatedly ("I had to ask my partner to explainme
what he did, what he explained"). Liana explained that after that day, the
teacher would only direct his eye contact to her partner when giving
explanations to her group:
He doesn't talk to me... he always talks to [my partner]....
Maybe he thinks that I don't understand. (Follow-up interview,
5/20/02)
Liana reflects that "it's [not] the role of [her] partne( to explaincourse
assignments. Implied in this comment is Liana's perception that the teacher
was not fulfilling his responsibility to provide instruction which is
comprehensible and accessible to all students. In addition, by forcing Liana
to rely continually on her native-English-speaking partner for clarification,
the teacher contributed to the creation of an unbalanced power relationship
between Liana and her partner.
Liana describes a teacher who is unwilling to modify instruction (i.e.,
to speak slowly when answering her questions) to meet the language needs
of international students. Mark describes a teacher who seemed to bemore
sensitive of his struggles, but whose actions undermined his sense of self-
He told me: "Okay, Mark, according to your midterm, your final
and your project, I think you will get a B-. But since you are
international student, and / know you work very hard, so I give
you a B." But, you know, I was really upset, very, very upset at
that time... because. ..actually no teacher told me like that
way.... I'm kind of good student when I was in Taiwan. I've236
never been treated like this.... I don't like I get that grade
becauseofhis kindness. / would like I get a grade...because
ofmy effort. (Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
Mark's teacher seemed to be aware of his language difficulties and of his
efforts in class. At the end of the term, when Mark received a low grade, the
teacher decided to raise the grade "because [he was] an international
student." This situation made Mark feel "really upset." As Mark observes, he
had always been a "good student" in Taiwan, and he did not want to "get
that grade because of [the professor's] kindness;" he wanted to receive
grades that reflected his "effort."
Despite his good intentions, Mark's teacher acted in a way that
disempowered Mark. He seemed to be empathetic of Mark's strugglesas
an international student. However, instead of adapting instruction so as to
enable Mark to excel based on his own abilities, he simply raised Mark's
course grade at the end of the term. Still, Mark was determined to
demonstrate his competence to this teacher:
So, before / left his office, / told him: "I will take your class next
term... and / promise I will get a better grade next termS"
(Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
Mark said that he took a different course from the same teacher in the
following term. He tape-recorded all the lectures and listened to them again
at home, taking detailed notes. This time the teacher also provided237
handouts to accompany class lectures, which facilitated his comprehension
significantly. He describes the results of his efforts:
There are two midterms and one final and one project and in
both the midterms / got a grade more than 90%... / think I will
get an "A" for that class. (Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
Mark's extra efforts to succeed (i.e., recording class lectures and listening
to them again at home), combined with the teacher's efforts to enhance
learning (i.e., providing handouts to accompany lectures) allowed him to
excel in the course. This time Mark felt empowered because he knew his
high grade was a true reflection of his work in thecourse.
Mark was a student who was confident of his own abilities and who
was able to overcome the weak image originally assigned to him by his
professor: the image of the incompetent international student who needs
the "kindness" of teachers in order to succeed in academia. In doingso,
Mark was able to construct a more powerful identity for himself. He
changed his study strategies and improved his grades; however, he also
did something even more empowering: He confronted his teacher and
resisted the weak image assigned to him in a very explicitway, by
announcing that he would "get a better grade next term." Through his
actions, Mark may have opened up possibilities for learning for future
international students this teacher may have.238
However, not all students are as determined or as confidentas Mark.
Many students are unable to dispel the weak images assigned to them by
their teachers and peers. Kim's experience, narrated below, reflects the role
faculty members can play in positioning students unequally in class andin
orchestrating learning opportunities.
Kim describes an experience with a teacher whom she considered
very sympathetic:
The beginning of this term, / went to him to talk about the
class, and / wanted to know what kind of lecture he would give
us, and I wanted to let him know that I am an international
student and my...mother tongue is not American. He
understand I'm not so good in speaking and listening.... I
asked him, can / use the dictionary for the test because I'm
not good in English and everything, and he said it's okay. And
he said he is pleased to meet me anytime,so if you have any
questions, or any problems, you can come tomy office. But
after that meeting / didn't go there again. (Follow-up interview,
5/20/02)
Kim notes that she took the step to visit the teacher in order tointroduce
herself and to ask his permission to usea dictionary during tests. The
teacher was quite responsive to her needs: He granted her permissionto
use the dictionary, which is a reasonable instructional accommodation, and
he encouraged her to return to his office any time she needed help.Kim
demonstrated considerable self-initiative in her determination to visitthe
teacher's office and to negotiate her use of the dictionary. At thesame time,
however, she placed herself in a weak position by informing theteacher239
that she is "not good in English," and by not taking advantage of the
teacher's offer for further assistance ("after that meeting / didn'tgo there
again"). Kim's image of the "international student" who is "not so good in
speaking and listening" may have influenced the teacher's subsequent
actions in class:
So after that, one day, he need something to ask whole class.
But he knows that I'm kind of afraid,...he asked every
student except my... row...He asked what do you have?
Next, next, next, next... actually he knows everyone's name in
class, he also knows my name. He skipped one or two rows.
One of them was my row....! was happy for that....! was very
nervous, and / think teacher understands that. (Follow-up
interview, 5/20/02)
As Kim describes, her teacher was asking every student in class toanswer
a question, and he called on the students one-by-one, according to their
seating positions ("He asked what do you have? Next, next, next, next...")
However, since he knew that Kim "was very nervous," he decided not to ask
questions of those sitting in her row ('He skipped one or two rows. One of
them was my roW'). Kim's teacher seemed to be sensitive to her
apprehension to speak up in class. Not only did he decide not to ask Kim a
question, he also decided to skip her entire row so as not to put her on the
spot. Unlike Mark (above), who did not want to be treated differently by
teachers simply because he was an international student, Kim reflects that
she "was happy for that."240
Kim's teacher perhaps demonstrated skillful judgment in his decision
not to put her in an uncomfortable position. This was Kim's first termas a
student in mainstream classes. Maybe she neededmore time to feel at
ease in the classroom environment before being asked to participate orally
in class. However, as Auerbach (2000) says,we must "be careful not to
silence students while at the same time respecting their silence"(p. 162).
Let's suppose for a moment that all of Kim's (present and future) teachers
would decide to do what this teacher did: topass her over when asking
questions, never expecting the same level of participation from heras from
her classmates. It is difficult to imagine how Kim could startengaging in
class discussions without ever being encouraged to doso by her teachers.
Kim would most likely continue to be silent andnever contribute to class
dialogues and to the construction of collective knowledge. Her self-imageof
the "international studenr' who is "not so good in speaking and listening"
would be perpetuated throughout her collegecareer.
As discussed in this chapter, the students viewed their American
classmates as uncooperative and unwilling to engage in communication
exchange, often excluding them from participation ingroup projects. The
students' experiences with faculty memberswere more diverse. Liana, for
example, described a teacher who was unwilling to meet herlinguistic
needs. This teacher's behavior resembles that of the Americanstudents241
who refuse to engage in interaction and to negotiate meanings with
international students. Other students, like Mark and Kim, described
teachers who, despite good intentions, placed them in a position of
weakness.
Clearly, these students became quite conscious of the dilemma they
faced as second language speakers in the academic community. They
needed access to the academic networks of English speakers in order to
practice and develop their language skills; however, they were denied
accessbecauseof their (perceived) limited language skills.
Finding space for self
The students recognized that their sense of self was continuously
being challenged as they attempted to achieve full membership in the U.S.
academic community. They became aware that their adoption of certain
English-speaking practices represented a form of enculturation, a process
of becoming more likethe other.As evident from the above discussion, this
was a difficult identity-shifting process for them.
Drawing from Gee's (1990) theory of discourse, Johnson (1995)
explains that when learners acquire a second language, they also acquire a
particular discourse associated with "specific ways of using language,
creating meaning, and making sense of experiences," (p. 133) and in many242
cases this particular discourse conflicts with the learners' own cultural and
social identities.
Clearly, the students needed to find a balance between theirown
sense of self and the cultural practices of the U.S. academic community. As
discussed below, some of the students gradually worked towards achieving
this balance.
Some students started to challenge the assumption that all native-
English speakers are necessarily more competent than non-native
speakers. Chia Ling's observation below reflects this perspective:
In your obse,vation, you said, "Native speakeruse hands
gesturing more naturally than international students...." I think
it may be true that native speaker use hand gesturingmore
naturally, but not all of native speaker canuse correct hands
gesture.... If some people are very introvert, how can theyuse
hands gesturing naturally? Even though you thinksome
international students do not know how to use hand gesturing,
but I think this all depend on their English skills.... Sometimes,
I feel international students know how to use hand gesturing,
because they need to know how to explain their idea. (Chia
Ling's response to Keon Ho, web discussion #2, 11/20/01)
Chia Ling is replying to Keon Ho's assertion that "native speaker[s]
use hands gesturing more naturally than international students." She
challenges his statement by pointing out that not all native speakersare
equally competent communicators ("not all of native speakercan use
correct hands gesture"). She supports her point by remarking thatan
introverted person would probably not be able touse hand gestures very243
naturally, regardless of his or her native-speaking status ("If some people
are very introvert, how can they use hands gesturing naturally?"). Then, she
points out that many international students are skilled English speakers and
able to use hand gestures appropriately ("I feel international students know
how to use hand gesturing;" "I think this all dependon their English skills").
Chia Ling reflects that native speakers may differ quite widely in their
abilities to communicate (e.g., introverted people might notuse gestures
naturally), so their mere nativeness should not necessarily be regardedas a
sign of language expertise. In this way, she challenges the view that native
speakers are always the best models for English language competence. At
the same time, she remarks that some international studentsare quite
proficient in English. Thus, Chia Ling is rejecting the artificial dichotomy
often made between the idealized native speaker (i.e., competent speaker)
and the inferior international student (i.e., incompetent speaker).
In the same way that Chia Ling rejected the view of the idealized
native speaker, a few students started to question some of the routine
practices of the academic community. Amy, as seen below, refuses to
adopt some behaviors she has observed in the U.S. classroom.
Your obseivation is really interesting and really touches my
mind. I like students and teachers have a good relationship
just like friends but sometimes I think those students are
"over". Sometimes these young people are too "easy" or too
"informal" and I think they are not respect teachers and even
rude the moral. I think the thing which most people do doesn'tmean it is right 100% just because most people don't care
about it. For example, many students like to put their feeton
the chair which is in front of them. In our country,we never
ever call our parents, teachers, and other elder generations'
first names. We call them their last name and add Miss, Mr.,
professor, teacher, Dr., and something like that. (Amy's reply
to Liana, web discussion #2, 11/19/01)
Amy is replying to Liana's observation regarding the informality of
domestic students and their close rapport with their professors. Sheagrees
with Liana that it is beneficial for students and teachers to havea friendly
relationship ("I like students and teachers havea good relationship just like
friends"). However, she feels that U.S. studentsare sometimes too informal,
and even disrespectful and rude towards their teachers ("1 thinkthey are not
respect teachers and even rude the moraf'). She supports her pointby
observing that many students while in class "put their feeton the chair
which is in front of them." Amy also reacts against the practice of students
addressing their teachers by first name. She mentions that this practice
would be considered inappropriate in her country, since "wenever ever call
our parents, teachers, and other elder generations' first names."
Amy refuses to conform to certain norms of the U.S. academic
community. She asserts her own individuality andsense of self by rejecting
the dominant practice: "I think the thing which most peopledo doesn't mean
it is right 100%."245
Both Chia Ling and Amy were obviously developing the type of
critical language awareness advocated by Fairclough (1992) andvan Lier
(1996b). As they became conscious of discourse practices in the dominant
society, they did not automatically conform to them. On the contrary, they
challenged these practices and evaluated them in light of their own identity
needs. Their process of enculturation, therefore, became a process of
creative transformation.
Concluding Comments
This chapter has discussed the students' developing sense of critical
awareness of their own communicative skills, learning processes and
strategies. Since the students' self-examinations were conducted in light of
their daily interactions with other members of the academic community,a
prominent feature in their reflections was the relationship between the self
and the other (i.e., the native speaker). Through their reflections, as they
struggled to participate in different practices of the community, the students
negotiated their roles within these practices and explored their changing
identities. As Syed (2001) notes, "knowing who you are, how others see
you, and how you fit into your environment are important issues for us to
negotiate our place in society" (p. 129).
The activities surrounding the Language Research Project
encouraged students to examine their own language skills and their use of246
metacognitive, affective and communication strategies. In addition, the
activities enabled the students to identify three factors that most often affect
their ability to communicate successfully in English: the setting, the topic of
conversation and the interlocutors with whom they interact. The quality of
their self-reflections demonstrates that the students developed a sense of
critical awareness about themselves and about uses of language in the
community, which in turn helped them control, organize and evaluate their
experiences (van Lier, I 996b).
The students' reflections reveal a conflictual relationship between
themselves and the native English speakers in the community. While the
students expressed a desire to act and behave like Americans, they labeled
some behaviors by Americans as"funny,"or "strange." The students
nevertheless continually sought opportunities to socialize with native
English speakers so they could not only practice English but also feelmore
integrated and "accepted" within the academic community. However, the
students consistently observed that it was difficult to have access to
Americans, particularly in academic settings such as the classroom. Some
students reported being silenced in class; others were prevented from
contributing to group projects. For many students, this lack of access
resulted in feelings of inadequacy, inferiority and even stupidity.247
Nevertheless, a few students were empowered to challenge some of
the conventions they had observed within the community. In refusing to
adhere to the dominant practices, they affirmed their individualities and
developed a better understanding of themselves.
As discussed, the students' reflections reveal that their identities
were multiple, contradictory and changing over time. Like the immigrant
participants in Norton's (2000) study, the international students in the
present study were constantly struggling to find a balance between the
different discourses and the power relations to which they were being
exposed. Also similar to Norton's participants, the students were many
times denied access to the English-speaking community.
What is surprising, however, is the difference in status between
Norton's participants and the students in the present study. Norton's
participants were immigrant working women. It is somewhat predictable (but
not acceptable, of course) that they would find it hard to access social
networks in the English-speaking community. However, the students in this
study were enrolled in university classes, and were, at least in theory,
legitimate members of the academic community. They did not lack access
to native-English-speaking members of the community; in fact, they were
many timesrequiredto work with them in class projects. Nonetheless, they
were often silenced by American peers, who excluded them from248
meaningful participation in group activities, and by faculty members, who
often placed them in a position of weakness.
This study seems to confirm findings from previous studies by Leki
(2001) and Morita (2002), which examine the socialization of international
students in North American university classes. Both of these studies utilize
Lave and Wenger's (1991) concept of legitimate peripheral participation to
describe and interpret the experiences of these students. As noted in
Chapter 1, the theory of legitimate periphera' participation compares
learning to an apprenticeship, in which the newcomer gradually develops
skills through participation in the situated practices of a given community.
The learning process is "never simply a process of transfer or assimilation"
(Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 57). It is both a process of reproduction and
transformation of the community of practice, since it involves "conflicts,
interests, common meanings, and intersecting interpretations and the
motivation of all participants vis-à-vis their changing participation and
identities" (p. 56). Both Leki (2001) and Morita (2002) found that
international students face major challenges in negotiating their identities
and statuses in order to be recognized as legitimate and competent
members of their classroom communities. In Leki's study, native-English-
speaking classmates used their power to deny international students'
access to some classroom practices, specifically in the context of small249
group projects. In Morita's study, not only the interpersonal relationships
with peers but also "the curricular and pedagogical context" (p. 7) impacted
the international students' full participation in classroom practices. Unlike
Leki, however, Morita found that her participants experienced some
personal transformation through the process of negotiating full participation
in the community. Like Chia Ling and Amy in the present study, the
students in Morita's study were active agents who could "reinterpret and
transform their world rather than merely conform to it" (p. 9).
This study also supports the findings of previous studies conducted
in elementary and secondary classes. For example, Toohey's (2000) study
of ESL children in mainstream elementary classes explores how different
classroom practices affect the children's possibilities for learning English.
Specifically, she explores how the children were positioned in terms of
identity construction, resource distribution and discursive organization in
class, and how these positionings affected their further (and fuller)
participation in classroom activities.
Duff (in press) focuses on the socialization of ethnically-mixed
students in a secondary mainstream classroom. Like Toohey (2000), Duff
explores issues of power between native and non-native English-speaking
students embedded in their everyday interactions in the classroom. Similar
to the students in the present study, Duff5participants did not contribute250
activety to class discussions when native-English-speakingpeers were
present. As she notes, "Silence protected them from humiliation. However,
interactional withdrawal attracted disdain from local students..., for whom
silence represented a lack of initiative, agency,or desire to improve one's
English" (p. 28).
Nevertheless, DuffS(in press) participants reported that they
contributed very actively to discussions in their ESL classes,a fact that also
supports the findings of the present study. As described in Chapter5 and
throughout this dissertation, the students inmy ESL class were able to
create a true community in the classroom through their collaborative
dialogues. They constantly provided assistance to each other,participated
in cooperative problem-solving, and helped each other addressaffective
issues related to learning a second language. Whywere these students so
powerful in their ESL class, and so powerless in the contextof their
mainstream university classes? Why is "conversation withthe international
students...much easier than with the Americans,"as Mark notes? The
answer to these questions lies in the type of classroom practices and
interactions which were fostered in each context. In the ESLcontext, the
students assumed the identity of competent, legitimateparticipants. In the
context of the mainstream university classroom, the studentswere251
perceived by their peers as incompetent, marginal participants, whose
contributions were"not so valuable."
It should not be assumed, however, that all ESL coursesare equally
non-threatening for students. Undoubtedly the tasks and artifacts used in
my ESL classroom, as well the collaborative dialogue that occurred among
the group, contributed greatly to creating an atmosphere of trust and
respect and a unique sense of community in the classroom, as discussed in
Chapters 4 and 5.
This study therefore suggests that constructs such as anxiety,
motivation, and self-confidence are not individual characteristicsor
permanent qualities of a language learner, as has been suggested in
previous theories of second language acquisition (e.g., Krashen's affective
filter hypothesis). Rather, as Norton (2000) argues, feelings of inadequacy
and poor self-confidence are "socially constructed within and by the lived
experiences of language learners" (p. 123) and must be linked to the power
relations embedded in everyday interactions that place these learners in
marginalized positions within the community.
This study also has implications for second language acquisition
research conducted in the interactionist tradition (e.g., Long, 1980). A great
number of these studies have been conducted in laboratory settings, where
pairs of native speakers and non-native speakers are observed completing252
language tasks. These studies propose that the interactional modifications
made by native speakers to solve communication difficulties help produce
comprehensible input and consequently facilitate language acquisition for
the non-native speakers (see Chapter 2 for a review of these studies).
However, because these studies have been mostly conducted in laboratory
settings (with native-English-speaking volunteers), they have tended to
disregard the sociocultural forces that affect real interactions. As Norton
(2000) explains, these studies "take for granted the conditions for the
establishment of communication: that those who speak regard those who
listen as worthy to listen, and that those who listen regard those who speak
worthy to speak" (p. 8). As evident from the data presented here, this
assumption needs to be called into question. The native English speakers
with whom my students were interacting in the classroom settingwere not
modifying their speech and making attempts to solve their communication
problems. On the contrary, they were consistently subverting the students'
attempts to communicate.
Nevertheless, this study also points in some hopeful directions. As
discussed, some of the students were ab'e to assert their activeagency and
to engage in alternative identities by resisting to conform to certain
practices in the academic community. Chia Ling was able to dispute the
myth that all native English speakers are necessarily better communicators253
than international students. In doing so, she repositioned herself in relation
to her native-English-speaking peers and created a more powerful identity
for herself. Likewise, Amy contested the informality of American students in
the university classroom. She was therefore able to challenge the
appropriateness of certain classroom practices and to reinterpret these
practices in light of her own identity needs.
Summary of Chapter 6
This chapter has discussed the students' developing sense of critical
language awareness. When reflecting on their communicative encounters in
English, the students demonstrated a high level of metacognition. They
examined their own communicative skills, learning processes and
strategies, and monitored their language development. A salient theme in
the students' reflections was the conflictual relationship between
themselves and the native speakers in the community. The students
reflected that access to Americans was difficult to obtain, particularly in
academic settings such as the classroom, where classmates and
professors often placed them in marginalized positions. However, a few
students were empowered to reject some of the dominant practices they
observed in the community and to assert their own identity needs.254
The next chapter examines the students' evaluation of their own
growth and their plans for future action based on their participation in the
Language Research Project.255
CHAPTER 7: EVALUATING EXPERIENCE
As previously mentioned, three research questions have guided this
dissertation: (1) What are my students' research processes and personal
perspectives as they work on the Language Research Project? (2) How do
my students' perceptions of communicative practices in the university
community evolve and impact their self-appraisals concerning their
language learning? (3) How does what I learn from this study informmy
classroom practice?
The discussions in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 have attempted toanswer
the first and second research questions above, dealing with the students'
research processes, perspectives and self-appraisals. This chapter
continues to explore these two questions, as it examines the students'
evaluation of their own growth as a result of their participation in the
Language Research Project and their plans for future action. In Chapter 8, I
address the third research question as I reflect on my own learningas a
teacher and researcher.
Introduction
At the end of the course, when asked to evaluate the Language
Research Project as a whole, the students reflected on the most valuable
aspects of the project and described their plans for future language256
development. Three themes were identified as most salient in the students'
evaluative comments: (1) appreciating the value of observation, (2)
developing language awareness; and (3) gaining self-awareness and
confidence. Another theme, (4) opportunity for empowerment, was
identified in the students' comments as they made plans for future action.
Each of these themes is discussed below.
Appreciating the value of observation
Many students reflected on the value of the participant observation
techniques they learned throughout the course. Acquiring these
observational skills, in their opinion, was one of the most beneficial aspects
of the Language Research Project.
Akiko reflects on the value of observation for language learning:
Throughout the term I learned so many things I've never
known. For example, in class, through the Language
Research Project, I realized that how important observation is.
It gave me great effect because I've known how to observe
and analyze. Observing and analyzing help me improving
English so much.... Through this project, / think... my
expression improved well.... / tried to pay attention more
detailed things every time. For example, from daily
conversations with native speakers, TV programs, movies, so
on. I can pay attention everything, and / can learn from
everywhere. I learn how to improve language. I wish I knew
this way from the beginning. From now on, I try to talk to
native speakers as much as I can with using my gestures and
facial expressions, and at the same time, I can observe how
they react by use their gestures, too. (Audio journal #2,
11/26/01)257
According to Akiko, participant observation skills have helped her
improve her English ("Obseiving and analyzing help me improving English
so much"). She regularly applies these observational skills in daily
situations ("...from daily conversations with native speakers, TV programs,
movies, so on. I can pay attention everything, and / can learn from
everywhere"), and she plans to continue to use these skills for her future
language development ("From now on. ..1 can obseive how they react by
use their gestures"). Clearly, Akiko displays a great deal of self-direction
and autonomy. She is able to evaluate her own language improvement and
to transfer the skills she learned in the ESL classroom to other present and
future language learning contexts.
Likewise, Porntipa remarks that observational skills can be useful in
a variety of situations:
In my opinion, the most valuable aspect of this project was
about the advantages of...observation. I think if people have
a good skills about observation in any kind of situation, not
just only interacting, they will be a good learner. They will
have a variety points of view to discuss with other people. For
me, this project is one of my good experiences.... And / think
in the future I will tiy to develop the skills that I have learned to
my career because I plan to work as a reporter. (Audio journal
#2, 11/26/01)
Porntipa remarks that participant observation skills enable her to consider
different perspectives and points-of-view (".. .wi/I have a variety points of
view to discuss with other people"). She explains that these observationskills can be used for purposes other than language learning ("if people
have a good skills about observation in any kind of situation, not just only
interacting, they will be a good learner"), and she notes that these skills will
help her in her future career ("in the future I will try to develop the skills that
I have learned to my career because / plan to work as a reporter"). Porntipa
is therefore able to link her present learning of English to her future needs
in other areas of inquiry.
Similarly, Liana remarks that participant observation skills have
helped her to adopt an "open mind:"
Now / don't see life as / did before. I think that what I will use
in the future is more my open mind than the differences I
observed. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Liana's newly-developed observation skills have allowed her to developa
critical stance towards the communicative practices in which she
participates in English ("Now I don't see life as / did before"). She notes that
this "open mind" will be a more valuable resource for her future than the
specific differences between American and French communicative
behaviors she observed ("what / will use in the future is more my open mind
than the differences / obsea'vecf'). Like Akiko and Amy, Liana is able to
transfer the skills of observation and critical analysis learned through the
Language Research Project to other aspects of her (future) life.259
By placing value on the process of observation, rather than its
product, and by pointing to additional areas of present and future
investigation, these students were embracing the ongoing and limitless
nature of their research endeavors.
Developing language awareness
Many students reflected that the project served to increase their
awareness of English communicative practices, particularly within academic
contexts. Several of them noted that they had learneda great deal about
their individual research questions, as they were able to build theories
about language use in different settings.
Both Hiroko and Hong had chosen the topic of body languageas the
focus of their project. They reflect on an increased sense ofawareness
about the use of body language in English interactions:
Through this research, / could learn the importance of
gesture, eye contact and smiling. So, / want to practice those
things and use them in my speech. (Hiroko, audio journal #2,
11/26/01)
/ think this research question made to learn more the new
thing of American. / feel...when I talk to my friends,
especially American friends, I obseive their body language
when / see Americans talk to each other,...1 found that most
of them always use their hands, their heads, and use eye
contact.....And I realize that body language can help people
to understand each other. (Hong, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)p.'
Likewise, Yutaka reports that the project helped him understand how
feedback signals are used during interactions in English. (As noted earlier,
Yutaka had coined the term "listening signals" to refer to feedback signals
used to signal message comprehension):
At first, I. . .just observed conversation and collect the
listening signals. Then, / learned how to use listening signals.
At the classroom observation time, I learned how listening
signals are important for listener and speaker. If listeners don't
use listening signals, speaker don't want to speak more
because their conversation is really boring. At the participant
observation time, I tried to use listening signals. Then, I felt
our conversation really fresh, and I can join the meeting more
and more. If! use listening signals, American people askme
again and again. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
The excerpts above are illustrative of comments made by most students.
Through their observations, reflections and analysis of data, the students
learned a great deal about language use in social/academic interactions ("I
could learn the importance of gesture, eye contact and smiling," "I learned
how listening signals are important for listener and speaker"). They also
reflected on how they would incorporate what they learned within theirown
interactions with others ("I want to practice those things anduse them in my
speech," "I tried to use listening signals").
In addition, several students noted that the projectgave them greater
awareness of academic discourse practices. Mark and Hong reflect that the
project helped them become aware of the demands of their future academic
studies:261
With this experience I think I learned some thingsvery
important.... In this project / had to pay much attention
about what they say, what they mean, what they want to
express. So, I think...it's very good for me in the future.
From next term I have to take some OSU courses.... This
project involved observation for me is kind of pre-test,or
something like prepare for taking the classes for next term.
(Mark, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Next term I will study masters' degree and I think thereare a
lot of interaction between me and Americans. So, I think this
research will help me... for interaction in the future... Ican
use something that I learn help me in the future. (Hong, audio
journal #2, 11/26/01)
Mark and Hong feel that the project served to expose them to the
interactive practices of U.S. academic contexts ("I had to pay much
attention...about what they say, what they mean, what they want to
express;" "interaction between me and Americans"). Since both of these
students plan to pursue graduate studies in the U.S., this experiencewas
very valuable to them ("...is kind of pre-test, or something like prepare for
taking the classes for next term;" "I can use something that I learn helpme
in the future"). Mark and Hong's reflections convey asense of confidence
and optimism about their academic future ("With this experience / think /
learned some things very important;" "I think this research will help me")
Through the project, the students gained exposure and became
engaged in the discourses of the university community. Through
observation, reflection and practice, they developed greater language262
awareness and became more cognizant of the complexities of their future
academic lives.
Gaining self-awareness and confidence
Another important benefit of theLanguage Research Projectwas
that it helped students gain greater self-awareness and confidence. Amy
reflects that the project helped her develop a deeper sense of her own
abilities:
What / gotfromobserv'ingmyself is just the data from my
results, but it helps me toknowmyself more.... So,inthe
future I hope I can just be myselfintheEnglish environment.
Because sometimes Ineedto hide my feelings, my opinions,
mythoughts,just because Idon'thave enough language to
share them with other people. (Audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
Amy's ethnographic observations and field work have given her themeans
to understand herself better("observingmyself... the data from my
results... helps me toknowmyself more"). Based on her awareness of her
communicative limitations in English ("sometimes Ineedto hide my
feelings, myopinions,my thoughts, just because Idon'thave enough
language to share them with other people"), she expresses hope for the
future: "I hope I can just be myself in theEnglish environment."Amy's
understanding of her own difficulties and challenges does not make her
paralyzed or pessimistic about the future. On the contrary, herawareness263
of her own knowledge and experiences empowers her to seek personal
growth.
A related benefit of the LanguageResearch Project,according to the
students, was that it helped them develop confidence in theirown abilities
to communicate. Porntipa explains,
From this project...the benefits is Ithink /have more
confidence to talk to American people because I get familiar
with their...style.... I t,y to practice...using the idea from my
obse,vation...I use eye contact and I use my handswhile /
amtalking...also I tiy to interrupt...by asking...questions.
Ithink it'svery interestingandit's very challenging...when /
try to... usewhat / learn in the realworld.(Audio journal #2,
11/26/01)
Through theLanguageResearch Project Porntipa became more familiar
with the communicative behaviors of Americans, and therefore she gained
more confidence in communicating with them ("I have more confidence to
talk to American people because I get familiar with their...style"). She
reflects on the benefits of applying the knowledge acquired through the
project to interactions in the "realwork!'("it's very interesting and it's very
challenging...whenI try to... usewhat I learn in the real work!'). Again,
Porntipa is able to build connections between what she learned in the ESL
class and her everyday needs outside that classroom.
Other students also expressed a renewed sense of confidence in
their abilities to interact in English:264
I believe that what I did and what I got from all of my
obseivation is very useful for my future. In the past I felt
nervous when I spoke with someone using English language,
but now I can handle it and feel more comfortable because
during the observations I have participated myself to be more
confident, self-confidence when / speak with people using
English language, although there are mistakes in my
pronunciation. (Budi, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
I think that my research project showed me that I can explain
my opinion in English and by this way I made a lot of
progress.... Now I'm more comfortable to talk to Americans
even if! know that my English is not perfect. (Liana, audio
journal #2, 11/26/01)
Budi's and Liana's reflections are representative of many other
comments found in the data. These students believe that the project helped
them to feel less anxious when communicating with English speakers. They
both mention that the observation assignments gave them more confidence
in their own language skills ("I can handle it and feel more comfortable;" "my
research project showed me that I can explain my opinion in English"),even
though they acknowledge that "there are mistakes in...pronunciation" and
that their English is "not perfect." Similar to Amy's reflection above, Budi's
and Liana's comments reveal their ability to come to terms with theirown
limitations. Rather than trying to reach an idealized native-like level of
language competency, Budi and Liana express confidence in their "not [so]
perfect" capacity to communicate in English.265
Opportunity for empowerment
All these students remark that the Language Research Project gave
them new insights into their own and others' communicative behaviors and
opened up possibilities for future participation in activities that are relevant
to their lives. For these students, the skills of observation and critical
reflection represent resources for possible transformation: transformation of
their individual selves and transformation of their potential for future action
(Wells, 2000).
This transformative form of research is advocated by Lather (1991),
who calls for "research as praxis," (p. 52) or research that "enables people
to change by encouraging self-reflection and a deeper understanding of
their particular situations" (p. 56). The data excerpts cited above (and
throughout this dissertation) illustrate the process of knowledge building
and transformation undertaken by the students. Through guided dialogue
and critical self-examination, the students gained greater awareness of their
everyday struggles in the academic community and a deeper sense of
commitment to participate in these struggles. In this regard, it could be said
that the students were working towards their own empowerment: they
acquired a "sense of their own power [and] a new relationship with their
own contexts" (Fox, 1998, cited in Lather, 1991, p. 4).266
It is important to point out, however, that the students viewed their
process of transformation and empowerment not as immediate and
straightforward, but as slow-paced and emergent. By highlighting the value
of observation and critical reflection, the students were acknowledging their
need for ongoing participation and prolonged engagement in meaningful
issues. In this way, they were affirming their long-term commitment to their
ethnographic and action research journeys. The students' words below sum
up this commitment:
I'll keep observing people!! (Akiko, web discussion #2,
11/20/01)
From now on, I will try to observe lots of interactions of
Americans. It will help me more to improve my English. (Katie,
audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
My plan for future action is to observe constantly all situations.
(Keon Ho, audio journal #2, 11/26/01)
It could be argued, therefore, that the students' new sense of
confidence and critical language awareness, combined with their
commitment to long-term inquiry, constituted a form of conscientization
(Freire, 1970). As Wink (1997) describes, "conscientization enables
students...to have confidence in their own knowledge, ability and
experiences;" moving them "from passivity.., to power" (p. 26).267
Concluding comments
As discussed in this chapter, the students identifiednumerous
benefits stemming from their participation in theLanguage Research
Project. As explained in Chapter 4, some students expressed
dissatisfaction with their original research topics and chose to formulate
new research questions at midterm; in addition, many of them felt that the
LanguageResearch Project was a challenging project which entaileda
great deal of risk-taking (see Chapter 8). However, unlike some of the
students in the pilot studies, who felt that their observation assignments had
been somewhat trivial, the students in this class were extremely positive
about their research experiences. (See Chapter 8 for a discussion of
findings from pilot studies). As a teacher, I asked myself if the students
were making such favorable comments about the project and the course
out of a desire to please me. However, the (confidential) course evaluations
administered at the end of the term confirmed the students' positive
opinions. This course received the institute's highest student evaluation
ratings for the term.
TheLanguage ResearchProject exceeded my expectations. My
hope had been to provide students with structured opportunities for noticing
language being used around them, for reflecting critically on their own
language capabilities, and for practicing what they were learning in contextsI;
outside of my classroom. As this study demonstrates, the project
accomplished a great deal more. The students built their own theories
about language use in social/academic contexts and attempted to test their
theories by applying what they had learned in their daily interactions. The
students also gained a greater sense of self-awareness and confidence.
Their newly-developed observation skills became a valuable tool not only
for language learning but also for potential personal transformation and
empowerment.
In outlining criteria for evaluating qualitative research, Lather (1991)
introduces the notion of catalytic validity, which she definesas the degree
to which research directs participants to understand their realities in order to
transform them. As Kincheloe and McLaren (1998) point out, research that
possesses catalytic validity moves participants "to gain self-understanding
and self-direction" (p. 289). Clearly, catalytic validity was achieved for the
students in this research study. Through observation, reflection and
practice, the students gained greater awareness and confidence,as well as
a renewed sense of determination to improve the circumstances affecting
their language development. However, given that both the students and I
were participants in this research study, I must address the question of how
this dissertation has helped me understand my own reality in order totransform it. In the next chapter, I discuss my own growthas a teacher and
researcher as a result of this study.
Summary of Chapter 7
This chapter has discussed the students' evaluation of the Language
Research Project as a whole. As the students reflectedon the benefits of
the project, many of them discussed the value of their newly-developed
observation skills. According to these students, these skillscan be
transferred to different learning contexts and can be used for future
language development. The students also reflected that the project helped
to enhance their awareness of English discourse practices, particularly
within academic contexts. This type of language awareness, they reflected,
would be extremely valuable for their academic future. Another important
benefit of the Language Research Project was that it helped students gain
greater self-awareness and confidence. As the students examined their
own performance in interactions with others in the community, they became
aware of their own skills and limitations and more confident about their
ability to communicate. Finally, the students discussed possibilities for
future action based on what they learned from their projects. Many of them
noted that they would continue to observe and reflect critically on the
communicative interactions they participate. This deep sense of270
commitment to deal with difficult issues that affect their daily lives
represents a resource for their empowerment and future transformation.
In Chapter 8, I present my own reflections as a teacher-researcher
on what I have learned from this study.271
CHAPTER 8: TEACHER-RESEARCHER'S REFLECTIONS
My discussion so far has focused on the students' evolving
perspectives and research processes while participating in the different
activities surrounding the Language Research Project. In this chapter, Ishift
my focus and consider my own learning as a teacher and researcher asa
result of this study. In doing so, I attempt to addressmy third research
question: "How does what I learn from this study informmy classroom
practice?"
In considering this question, I first reflect on several changes I made
to the curriculum based on findings from the pilot studies. I describe how I
refined project tasks and activities and how I modified thecourse syllabus in
order to enhance the quality of the students' research experiences. As the
students became better observers of behavior and analysts of discourse,
they were able to reflect more deeply about socialuses of language in the
university community.
Then, I discuss two aspects of my pedagogy which became
particularly significant for me as a teacher during the course: collaboration
and risk-taking. These two themes emerged as most salient frommy
analysis of my researcher's journal. Collaboration among the students
evolved both within and outside the classroom, creating formal and informal
opportunities for community building which contributed greatly to the272
group's learning process. Risk-taking was the issue with which I struggled
the most during the course. When the students were asked to participate in
academic interactions in the university community, many of them resisted
this challenge. Their resistance represented a difficult impasse for me: I
wanted to encourage my students to take risks and to speak up in public
academic settings, but at the same time I needed to understand their
apprehension about communicating in an environment which they
considered threatening.
Finally, I examine new insights I have gained about my students'
experiences outside my classroom walls and within the larger academic
community. I explore possibilities to deal with the paradoxical relationship
between the culture of my ESL classroom and the culture of other
(mainstream) university classrooms. I conclude the chapter by examining
my teaching practice in light of theoretical principles of participatory
education.
Enhancing the research process
As discussed in Chapter 3, by the time I started the present study I
had already piloted the Language Research Project with two different
groups of students in previous courses. During those early pilot studies, I
treated the Language Research Project more as a series of assignments
than as a long-term cohesive project whose tasks were builtupon each273
other. The project was a somewhat peripheral component of thecourse, not
truly integrated with the other course activities. Asa consequence, many of
the students in the pilot studies regarded the project simplyas one more
course requirement to be completed, failing to recognize its value for their
linguistic and academic development. It soon became clear tome that I
needed to incorporate the project more fully into thecourse, building explicit
connections between the project's tasks (e.g., observations and reflections)
and other course activities (e.g., oral presentations and guest lectures). I
also needed to provide students with more structured opportunities for
individual and group reflection, encouraging them to relate their
observations in the community to their personal experiences ina systematic
way. Another shortcoming of those early pilot studies was that I was often
hesitant to teach my students about research techniques and procedures. I
was afraid that discussing qualitative research methodology in class would
take too much time and would overburden the students unnecessarily.
However, I soon realized that my students needed basic training in data
collection techniques in order to conduct effective observations and to
benefit fully from the project. The students also needed to be acquainted
with research terminology so we would have a common language when
discussing research methods and procedures.274
Based on what I learned from the pilot studies, in preparation for the
present study, I made some key changes to the course syllabus and to the
design of the Language Research Project itself. The first major change was
to reduce the number of required observations and to provide more time
and structure for individual and group reflection. Instead of requiring that
students complete two action research cycles (i.e., a total of six required
observations), as I did in the pilots, this time I planned for only one action
research cycle (i.e., three observations). I also planned for more reflection
tasks (i.e., observation reports, audio journals, web discussions). The idea
was to have the students conduct fewer observations but to reflect more
deeply on each of them.
The second change was to provide more training for the students on
data collection techniques and discourse analysis. To this end, I introduced
Hymes' (1972a) SPEAKING framework to the class. During the first pilot
study, I used an abbreviated version of the SPEAKING model with the
group, which included only a few elements for analysis of interactions (e.g.,
purposes, participants and setting). However, this abbreviated model did
not seem to yield enough data for thoughtful reflection and analysis. Before
implementing the second pilot study, I realized that the students would
benefit from the full version of the framework. The unabbreviated version of
the SPEAKING framework (see Appendix C, LRP worksheets 5, 7, 8, 10)275
became an extremely valuable artifact for the group. Itgave the students a
rich range of components to focus on when conducting observations and
analyzing data, guiding them to make connections between linguistic and
social aspects of communication, which improved considerably the quality
of their field notes and subsequent reflections.
In addition, I made the decision to introduce basic research
terminology to the class. During the pilot studies, for example, inan effort to
avoid jargon, I had referred to the two types of observationsas self-
obseivations and outside obse,vations, which did not really capture the
distinction between the two. I soon realized that using ethnographic terms
such as participant and non-participant observations would be muchmore
accurate and effective. I also started using more specialized terms to
describe research procedures (e.g., field work, data) and communication
processes (e.g., genres, channels of communication, interlocutors). The
students started to use these words as well. These terms gave thegroup a
common language to discuss research experiences and findings with each
other. In addition, the use of this specialized vocabulary served to legitimize
and formalize the students' research procedures.
During the course, as described in Chapter 5, I made conscious
efforts to build connections between the students' research projects and the
other activities we were doing in class. For example, we used Hymes'276
(1972a) SPEAKING framework when debriefing a lecture bya guest
speaker, a workshop we attended as a class, and a seminar conducted by
the students. This enabled me to model data collection and analysis
procedures in a contextualized way, giving the students a chance to
practice using the SPEAKING framework in preparation for their
observations. My journal entry below illustrates these benefits:
/ asked the students about their experiences with the seminar.
Eun Hee seemed excited. She said her group worked really
well together and "helped" each other. That was good. From
there I asked her what "helped" meant, and many students
gave examples such as ask for clarification, repeat the
questions, give encouragement and so on....As a follow-up
to this conversation, I decided to introduce the SPEAKING
framework. I used an overhead and explained each of the
components, giving examples from the seminar and from their
web discussion. I think doing this really helped them
understand each component better. The seminar was fresh in
their minds, and they had already done their Nicenet
exchange. I can tell they are starting to think about things they
hadn't thought about before! (Researcher's journal, 10/10/01)
In addition, the students and I engaged in regular class discussions
about different aspects of their projects. We discussed at length issues
such as the formulation of a research question and the students' rolesas
observers of behavior (i.e., ethnographers). These discussions helped the
students understand better their roles as language researchers andengage
more seriously in their research projects. The excerpt below from a class
transcript is illustrative of one of those discussions. In this excerpt Iam
addressing the class as a whole:277
Just make sure you have a narrow research question, okay?
And then you are going to go out and do an observation, all
right? For example, you might decide that the setting...is a
class discussion. For example, maybe some people here are
taking OSU classes that are... seminar[s]... and they have
lots of discussion. So, those are good places to...do
observations because you can see people interacting, right?
So, then you just do [an]...observation.., and you take a lot
of notes about the setting, about the participants, about the
purpose, about the language that they use....This is what...
researchers do when they are researching language. They go
out and they take notes on people talking so that they know
how language really works. What I am asking you to do is to
become language researchers. Okay? And then you come
back and you look at your notes and you start tiying to answer
your question. ... You say, okay now, based on these notes
here, what did I observe? How can...I analyze these things
that I observed in order to answer my question? Of course it's
not going to be a definite answer because it's just based on
one observation, right? But maybe... you can come upwith
some hypotheses... Oh, I think this is what happened here, so
maybe this is how / can answer my question. All right?...The
idea is to make you pay attention. ..to certain things about
communication that we usually don't pay attention to, and that
we usually don't become aware of....The idea here is to
make you aware of things about language besides
vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, right? Those are the
things that we usually learn in language classes. But there are
so many other things about the way language is used that are
kind of hidden... right? Unless we... observe carefully, we
don't really learn. (Class transcript, 10/11/02)
The revisions made to the course syllabus and to the project design
provided the students with more time and structured opportunities for
reflection. In addition, better training on research procedures and modeling
of research processes equipped the students to enhance the quality of their
observations and interpretation of findings. I have no doubt that these278
changes helped to foster in the group a sense of identity as a community of
co-researchers. As demonstrated throughout this dissertation, unlike the
students from the pilot studies, most students in the present study
perceived their research endeavors as a legitimate and serious enterprise,
rather than a trivial class assignment. By adopting the identity of
researchers/ethnographers, the students gained confidence in their abilities
to communicate in English and were motivated to continue their process of
exploration. They were empowered to engage with their own realities from a
position of strength (Norton, 2000).
Valuing collaboration
As discussed in Chapter 5, the sense of community that was
developed over time in the classroom contributed not only to advancing
intellectual inquiry, but also to building mutual understanding, trust and
respect among the group. Through my analysis of the data, it became
evident to me that the group's constant collaboration was the factor that had
the most profound impact on the outcomes of theLanguage Research
Project. Mydata clearly shows that negotiation and reciprocity becamea
habit, a modus operandi, for this group of students. In all of our exchanges,
the students and I offered encouragement, praise and constructive
feedback to each other. The students felt safe in sharing withme and with
each other their fears, anxieties and hopes for personal transformation. A279
community of inquiry was created in which everyone cared for each other
and took responsibility for each other's academic, social and emotional
growth.
As I now reflect on the accomplishments of this class and revisit the
data, I ask myself how this strong sense of community originated, how it
was nurtured, and how it grew and flourished. I am convinced that my
pedagogical beliefs and teaching techniques laid the foundation for
community building. The methods I used to organize activities and theway I
orchestrated the instructional dialogue had a tremendous influenceon how
students collaborated with each other, as demonstrated in Chapters 4 and
5. However, I am also certain that the qualities of this particular group of
students contributed greatly to our achievements as a class. From the
beginning of the course, I was impressed as a teacher by how diligent these
students were about their studies and how well they worked with each
other. My journal entries below reflect my initial feelings about the group:
The students were very attentive. When it was time to check
their notes in groups, they collaborated very well. I really get a
sense that this will be a good class. Even though there are so
many students, everybody is on task and ready to work
together and learn. This makes a huge difference.
(Researcher's journal, 10/1/01)
The seminar worked like clockwork! I don't think I have ever
had such a big group of students do a seminar... We had five
groups, three groups with five students, and two groups with
four. Everybody was there on time. Everybody was prepared,everybody worked really hard in each group. (Researcher's
journal, 10/9/01)
As the term progressed, it became clear to me that the group was
becoming more and more cohesive. The students were spending quite a bit
of time together out-of-class and they obviously enjoyed each other's
company. As my journal entry below illustrates, I believed that there was a
lot of learning and collaboration going on both in and out of class.
I spent some time in the beginning of class today asking
everybody about the weekend. Many of them had gone to the
football game together. I think this class is becoming so
united! This makes a huge difference in the quality of the work
they do! The students like to spend time with each other, and
my hunch is that they spend quite a bit of time talking about
our class and the assignments they have to do outside of
class. In other words, their understandings of the assignments
become more solidified because of the dialogue that occurs
outside of class. The quality of their work is better and more
learning occurs. This was very clear to me on that day I went
to the coffee shop and so many students were there working
in groups and trying to figure out the audio journal
assignment. They all asked me to come to their tables and
clarify ideas.. . .This kind of dialogue that occurs outside of
class has two benefits, I think: First, students become good
friends and learn how to trust each other. They have pleasure
sharing their ideas and thoughts. They feel more comfortable
with each other, and they are less afraid to take risks in front
of their peers in class. Second, the learning that they are
doing is being expanded outside of the walls of the classroom.
Students are not only thinking about class assignments when
they are in class or when they are doing their homework. They
are thinking about these assignments when they are talking to
each other in informal situations, too (at the coffee shop, at
the football game, at parties). There is blending between
formal and informal learning! (Researcher's journal, 10/29/01)281
After the course ended, I continued to explore the theme of
collaboration with some students during the follow-up interviews. Iwas
curious to know if the students themselves were aware of the powerful
sense of community that had been created within the group, and if they
recognized the benefits of their cooperation. As seen in the excerpt below,
Amy believes that our close collaboration did in fact contribute to optimal
learning in the classroom.
The relationship is close...and the competition will be
reduced, so...people are easy to share everything even
though in each group they have different topic, they have
different presentation, but after that we will. ..admire your
presentation and say you did very good.. ..If we couldn't have
this very good relationship, maybe we don't have so many
feedback from other people.. ..1 think that kind of situation will
improve our performance in class.., because it makes me feel
comfortable in that class, we had good mood in that class...
When you are happy to do something, you will do better.
(Follow-up interview, 5/1/02)
Amy reflects that the students shared information, provided feedback and
offered praise to each other ("people are easy to share everything;" "we will
.admire your presentation and say you did very good'). This sense of
closeness among group members helped to create a non-threatening
environment in the classroom and to improve students' performance ("that
kind of situation will improve our performance in class.., because it makes
me feel comfortable in that class"). Amy concludes by reflecting that282
students' motivation to learn was increased because they were "happy"
("When you are happy to do something, you will do better").
As illustrated in Amy's comments above, an "ethic of caring"
(Noddings, 1994, P. 174) was developed over time in (and out of) this
classroom. Because the students felt safe and their ideas were validated,
they gained increased confidence to explore new concepts and toexpress
their personal feelings to each other. As a teacher, I was rewarded bymy
students' level of participation and cooperation within my classroom.
However, I struggled to encourage them to take risks and to participate
actively in other academic contexts.
Encouraging risk-taking
As discussed in previous chapters, the main objective of the
Language Research Project was to encourage students to exploreuses of
language in the academic community. From the beginning, I told the
students that I hoped the project would stimulate them to interact with
English speakers in settings where they didn't usually operate comfortably. I
wanted to challenge the students to take risks in situations thatwere
somewhat unfamiliar to them.
The first observation assignment (i.e., non-participant observation)
was not particularly threatening for the students because their participation
was not required or expectedthey were to observe silently and take283
notes. Therefore, choosing a setting for these observations didn'tpose a
challenge for most of them. Several students were concurrently attending
mainstream classes at the university, so they conducted their observations
within those classes. Others chose to attend university workshopsor
student meetings (e.g., clubs, study groups). The second observationwas
also non-threatening for the students because it was basedon a videotaped
interaction that had occurred within our classroom.
However, when the time came for the students to conduct their
participant observations, many of them expressed great reluctance tocarry
out those observations in an academic setting. Some felt very anxious
about speaking up in a public forum and asked my permission to do their
observations in a more intimate and social setting, where they would be
interacting with friends. This represented a difficult dilemma for me. Onone
hand, I wanted to encourage the students to overcome their fears and to
take risks; on the other, I did not want to put them in a position that would
be too painful or embarrassing.
I conducted midterm interviews with each individual student while
they were planning for their participant observations. These interviews gave
me the opportunity to discuss with the students their individual feelings
about interactions in English with different people and to talk to them abouttheir plans for the participant observation. In the journal entry below, I
reflect on my conversation with Eun Hee during her midterm interview.
EunHee says she never participates in [her mainstream]
class, eventhoughit is a small class and participation is
encouraged. "It is too hard to do," she says. The most
remarkable thingfor me is thatEunHee says she has a lot of
Americanfriends andshe hasnotrouble talking to themin
informal settings. Her American friends arefriendlyto her and
includeherinsocial activities. (She says, "Social activitiesare
not for a grade. They havenothingto lose!") But in class she
doesn'tfeel comfortable talking. She says most international
studentssheknowsfeel the same way. They choose large
lecture-style classesin whichparticipation is not required and
where they can be"invisible."I tried to encourage her to do
her participantobservation inthe class, to try to push her to
participateina context thatdoesn'tfeel totally comfortable for
her, but she says it is toodifficult.In her plans for the
participantobservation,she had writtendownanother social
conversation atMcNary dininghail. (Researcher's journal,
11/14/01)
It was clear from my conversation with Eun Hee that she felt
extremely hesitant about speaking up in class and anxious about engaging
in academic discussions with American classmates. Shewas much more
comfortable in social settings, where she felt Americanswere more friendly
and receptive. Eun Hee was disinclined to takeon the challenge I had
posed to her of conducting her participant observation within her
mainstream class. Instead, she chose the safe and familiar setting ofthe
university dining hall, where she would be conversing with herAmerican
friends. I was initially frustrated and disappointed by Eun Hee's
unwillingness to take risks; however, I latercame to terms with her decision.285
Rather than insisting that Eun Hee take risks she didn't feel ready to take, I
asked her to reflect on the conditions that were preventing her from taking
those risks:
As / was walking to class today, I though to myself: I would
love to push the students to participate and to speak in
situations where they don't feel comfortable, but I can't really
force them to do something that they don't feel ready to do...
So, in class, as I was giving Eun Hee her plans sheet back, I
told her to reflect on this in her audio journalto reflect on
why this was such a difficult thing for her to do. I hope she
does engage in this type of reflection. I think it will be the
beginning of something that can give her courage for the
future. (Researcher's journal, 11/14/01)
Another student, Liana, expressed very similar feelings during her
midterm interview. She was also extremely reluctant to participate in her
mainstream class and she was not receptive to the idea of conducting her
participant observation in that setting. However, unlike Eun Hee, Liana
answered my plea for risk-taking:
[Liana] told me she feels very uncomfortable asking questions
and participating in class, even though the class only has
eight students! I was surprised to learn this. Liana is a student
who has a good command of English and who comes from a
"western country" where participation is encouraged... Still,
she feels too uncomfortable to ask even one question.... She
told me she has several American friends with whom she
socializes, so she feels she can practice her English in this
way. She said she is comfortable with her "system:" not
participate in class, get notes from someone else and
su,vive... / encouraged her to do her participant obseivation
in her class and to try to participate, but she said she couldn't
do this....To my surprise, when I collected her plans for the
participant obseniation in class today, she had written that she
was going to do her obse,vation in her biochemistry class! Iasked her, so you decided to do it after all? She said: "Yes,"
and smiled. / said, "You got the courage! Congratulations!"
(Researcher's journal, 11/14/01)
As illustrated in the excerpts above, individual students reacted
differently to the demands of the Language Research Project. Some of the
students, like Liana, were willing to try new challenges. Others, like Eun
Hee, did not feel ready to take risks. However, it was important forme as a
teacher to expose students to new opportunities and to encourage them to
test the limits of their abilities. My hope was that this exposure wouldopen
up possibilities for future participation and engagement for all the students.
Teaching through inquiry
My decision to design and implement the Language Research
Project meant that I would be willing to take some risks asa teacher. The
ESL literature had no ready-made models for a term-long project which
encouraged students to conduct action research, or to examine academic
communicative practices through ethnographic methods. In addition, tomy
knowledge no other teacher in my institute had ever implemented activities
that encouraged students to become analysts of oral discourse in the
university community. I knew that I was charting new territory; however,my
expertise as a classroom teacher, combined with my understanding of the
theoretical literature, gave me the assurance I needed to conduct this study.
I was confident that the Language Research Project was in line with the287
principles of social constructivism and with the perspectives of second
language educators such as Auerbach (2000), Hall (1999) and Norton
(2000).
As discussed in Chapters 1 and 3, my motivation to devise the
Language Research Project grew largely out of a sense of dissatisfaction
with the artificial nature of my ESL class. Now, as I complete this
dissertation, I have the opportunity to assess the outcomes of the project.
As demonstrated in Chapter 7 (and throughout this dissertation), the project
was a very successful curricular innovation, which served to extend the
(artificial) walls of my classroom and to expose my students to authentic
communicative experiences within the university community. Through the
project, my students increased their awareness of English discourse
practices in academic contexts and developed greater self-confidence. In
addition, they learned valuable observation skills that could be transferred
to different learning contexts and used for future language development.
This study has informed my classroom practice in several important
ways. Based on results from the pilot studies, I learned that I needed to give
students more structured opportunities for reflection and more training in
procedures for data collection and analysis so they could benefit fully from
their observations. I decided to modify assignments and to refine classroom
tasks in order to enhance the quality of their research processes. Throughmy process of data analysis, in particular through the analysis of my
researcher's journal, I became aware of the importance of collaboration and
risk-taking within my classroom. I learned that collaborationwas the factor
that contributed mostly to the group's process of knowledgeco-
construction. However, while I felt pleased with my students' active
engagement within my class, I struggled to encourage them to take risks
and to participate in academic interactions within the larger university
community. As a teacher, I learned that I could not push my students to
take risks that they were not ready to take. I could onlyencourage them to
reflect on the conditions that were preventing them from taking these risks,
and hope that their reflections would pave the way for their future
engagement in academic interactions. As I continue to implement the
project with future students, I plan to modify slightly thesequence of tasks
so students move gradually from observations in social settings (i.e.,
interactions with friends) to observations in academic settings (i.e.,
interactions with classmates and professors).
Understanding students' experiences in the mainstream
Through my students' observations and reflections, Iwas able to
gain a better understanding of their experiences outsidemy classroom. As
discussed, the students who were attending mainstream university classes
expressed great reluctance to speak up in class or to joingroup discussionswith their American classmates. Many students said they lacked confidence
in their English skills to participate actively during class. Still, when they
tried to overcome their fears and to make contributions in class, theywere
silenced by their American peers or professors, who often discouraged
communication exchange. The result was that many students felta sense
of inferiority and inadequacy in these classes.
As I reflect on my students' experiences, I gain important insights
about the obstacles they face in mainstream classes at the university. The
students' perception of the mainstream university classroomas a site of
tension and struggle comes in sharp contrast to their description ofmy ESL
classroom; a place where they trusted and encouraged each other, felt safe
to express ideas, and worked collaboratively to construct knowledge.
Mark's comments below describe his changing self-image in each setting:
In the [ESL class] I'm...outgoing... I'm comfortable in that
situation because eveiyone is...international student and
everyone is very patient. . . .But I think in my department I'm
kind of shy... I feel. . .embarrassed because I cannot explain
myself very well, and I cannot understand the Americans very
well. (Follow-up interview, 5/22/02)
As Mark reflects, he goes through an intense identity-shifting processas he
leaves the ESL context and steps into the classrooms of his department: in
my ESL class, he considers himself to be "outgoing," but in his department
he becomes "shy" and "embarrassed."This contrast represents for me a troubling paradox: While I feel
rewarded by my students' accomplishments within my classroom, I am also
left with a sense of distress. After all, my mission as an ESL instructor in
higher education is precisely to prepare language learners to succeed in
mainstream academic settings.
Certainly, I do not believe that I should replicate the harsh realities of
mainstream classes in order to prepare my students to succeed in them.
However, the insights gained through this study have opened my eyes to
further critical work that needs to be done within my own classroom.
Exploring possibilities for future action
Benesch (2001) urges those of us who teach ESL for academic
purposes to adopt a critical pedagogical approach. Rather than regarding
our mission as a "service enterprise" (p. 35) whose purpose is "to prepare
students unquestioningly for institutional and faculty expectations" (p. 23),
she envisions our task as a transformative activity:
The overarching goal of critical [English for academic
purposes] is to help students perform well in their academic
courses while encouraging them to question and shape the
education they are being offered. It is both pragmatic and
critical, grounded in the demands students face but open to
the possibility of changing them. (p. xvii)
In a similar vein, Zamel (1997) proposes a "transculturation model" (p. 341)
to ESL instruction, one which recognizes that learning another language291
does not simply involve imitating and reproducing the norms of the
dominant culture. On the contrary, it involves a process of adaptation that is
"dynamic, involving active engagement and resistance" (p. 350).
The Language Research Project proved to be an effective curricular
innovation, which in many respects conformed to Benesch's above
definition of a transformative activity and Zamel's transculturation model. As
discussed in Chapter 7, the project exceeded my expectationsas a teacher.
Through the project, my students were able to explore crucial issues related
to their own and others' use of language in the university community. The
students' sharpened their observation skills, gained awareness of academic
discourse practices and developed confidence in their own language
abilities. However, I realize that the project offered further opportunities for
critical language analysis which were left somewhat unexplored.
As I continue to implement the Language Research Project in my
classes, I must answer Lee's (2001) call to "make explicit the language of
power" (p. 129) to my students. I must encourage my students to become
more critical of the power dynamics that operate within their communicative
interactions in English, both with their peers and with their professors. I
must also engage with them in dialogue about their changing social
identities and the transformative power of their own actions. In sum, as an
ESL teacher I must do more than simply focus on issues related to the use292
of English in academic contexts. I must address questions of power and
access related to language use in an open and direct way. As Norton
(2000) argues, while it is important for language learners to study the rules
of the target language, it is also important for them "to explore whose
interests these rules serve" (p. 15).
Therefore, when students reflect that they feel "inferior" or"stupid"
when working with their domestic classmates on group projects, I must
encourage them to reflect critically (based on careful observation of
behavior and language analysis) on the power incongruities occurring within
the groups and to explore ways to resist them. When students say that their
English "isnot good"and indicate they feel "happy' for not being asked to
speak up in class, I must encourage them to question these feelings. By
engaging in open discussions about how (others' and their own) utterances
and actions can place them in marginalized positions, the students can
explore possibilities for constructing more powerful identities for
themselves. A potential classroom activity would be to examine with future
students some of the data excerpts from this dissertation, and to reflect
collaboratively on interlocutors' unequal power relations based on an
analysis of actions and uses of language.293
Concluding Comments: Linking theory and practice
In describing the possibilities for social action in the classroom,
Auerbach (2000) outlines the principles of participatory education. These
principles, she argues, are relevant for ESL contexts because language
learners share "neither the culture not the language of the dominant social
groups" (p. 147). Other educators (e.g., Benesch, 1999; Nystrand, 1997;
Wells, 2001; Wong, 2000) have called for similar dialogic approaches to
classroom teaching in a variety of settings. In an effort to link educational
theory to my teaching practice, I examine here the principles of participatory
pedagogy in light of the teaching and learning processes that occurred in
my classroom. This type of critical self-analysis is an important element of
any action research endeavor because it relates to the notion of praxis: the
"constant reciprocal relation between theory and practice" (Pennycook,
2001, p.3)
Auerbach (2000) claims that students' experiences, needs and
concerns should be central to curriculum content. Instead of organizing
instruction around language forms and functions, teachers in participatory
classrooms use issues that are relevant to students' lives as themes for
curriculum development. Likewise, Benesch (1999) calls for an approach
that supports "dialogic critical thinking," by encouraging students to
"consider and question the processes of daily life" (p. 575). As discussed,294
the central purpose of theLanguageResearch Project was to encourage
students to observe and analyze English interactions in everyday contexts
that were pertinent to their academic lives. In this way, the project aimed at
making direct connections between classroom learning and the students'
social worlds. Every task and artifact was designed to use students'
experiences, needs and desires as bases for inquiry and reflection.
Auerbach (2000) further explains that students' acquisition of skills
and knowledge should not occur in isolation, but should be contextualized.
Wong (2000) echoes this assertion by noting that "dialogic pedagogy
stresses learning by doing," where students learn and apply principles "in
real-life situations" (p. 130). As described earlier, theLanguageResearch
Project was implemented within an ESL listening and speaking course
aimed at developing students' listening, note-taking and speaking (i.e., oral
presentations and discussions) skills. The project was intended to develop
students' competencies in these skills through their engagement in different
tasks and activities. The students' comments below illustrate how these
skills were developed in a contextualized way, through observation and
reflection:
Duringeachobseivation... /haveto concentrate both
listening and taking notes atthe same time. (Porntipa, audio
journal #2, 11/26/01)295
/ think it is interesting to look at our presentations in order to
be able to analyze our behavior and try to correct it. (Liana,
class observation report, 11/5/01)
Auerbach (2000) also maintains that "individual experience is linked
to social analysis" in participatory classrooms, and that "the content goes
back to the social context" (p. 148). In a similar vein, Benesch (1999)
advocates activities that question and change "conventional attitudes and
practices," (p. 576) and that strengthen the agency and the transformative
power of students. As described in Chapter 6, the students examined their
own communicative strengths and limitations and their use of
metacognitive, affective and communication strategies. In addition, they
explored their relationships with native English speakers in the community.
This process of continual self-examination and analysis helped many
students develop a sense of critical language awareness and to explore
possibilities for transformation and empowerment.
Perhaps most important, Auerbach (2000) remarks that instructional
processes in participatory classrooms are "dialogical and collaborative," so
"everyone teaches [and] everyone learns" (p. 148). Nystrand (1997) further
explains that "dialogic instruction.., involves a conception of knowledge not
as previously formulated by someone else but rather as continuously
regenerated and co-constructed among teachers and learners and their
peers" (p. 89). Chapter 5 has described the collaborative nature of the296
dialogue that took place in this classroom. This dialogue was distinguished
by intertextual links that connected the ideas and experiences of different
group members. As a teacher, I constantly incorporated my students'
utterances into class discussions; similarly, the students utilized each
other's thoughts and experiences to advance their inquiry. Thus both the
students and I worked in tandem to scaffold instruction at different times.
The instructional discourse resembled a conversation, in which exploratory
talk (Barnes, 1975) was encouraged and students' expertise was validated.
As the above reflections testify, the teaching and learning practices
of this classroom reflect closely my own constructivist beliefs andmy
commitment to a pedagogy that is participatory and inclusive of students'
realities. However, as I continue my process of self-analysis, I must keep in
mind Auerbach's (2000) caution that "ideal participatory classrooms
probably do not exist; they are always in the process of becoming"(p. 149).
I must also respond to Pennycook's (1999) call for"pro blematizing
practice," for "turning a skeptical eye towards assumptions [and] ideas that
have become naturalized" (p. 343).
This dissertation has given me the unique opportunity to look beyond
the micro context of my classroom and to investigate critical issues that
affect the lives of my students within the larger context of the university
community. It has given me the impetus to examine in my classroom297
questions related to power and access, and to engage with my students in
critical dialogue that explores possibilities for change and transformation.
In the previous chapter, Lather's (1991) concept of catalytic validity
was discussed: Catalytic validity is the degree to which a research study
moves its participants to understand their realities in order to transform
them. Based on a discussion of the students' perceptions of their own
experiences, it was argued that catalytic validity was achieved in this
research study in regards to the student-participants.
This chapter confirms that catalytic validity was also achieved for me,
the teacher-researcher. Through the long and laborious process of data
collection and analysis, as well as through the writing of this dissertation, I
have gained a deeper understanding of the forces that shape the culture of
my own classroom. Based on this understanding, I am compelled to explore
more fuUy the transformative potential afforded by activities such as the
Language Research Project.
Summary of Chapter 8
This chapter has addressed the third research question guiding this
study: "How does what I learn from this study inform my classroom
practice?" In attempting to answer this question, I first discussed curricular
changes made to the course and to the design of Language Research
Project, which enhanced the quality of the students' research experiences. II;
then explored two themes which became particularly relevant forme as a
teacher during the course: collaboration and risk-taking. I reflectedon
formal and informal opportunities for collaboration that occurredamong the
students both in and out of the classroom. I also reflectedon my students'
apprehension and resistance as I encouraged them to take risks and to
participate in academic interactions in the university community. Finally, I
considered the contrast between my students' perceptions ofmy ESL
classroom and the mainstream university classroom, and exploredways for
dealing with this difference in the future. Together withmy students, I plan
to investigate issues of power within the university community, raise
questions about (lack of) access to certain academic practices, and explore
ways to resist marginalization. I concluded the chapter by examining my
teaching practice in light of theoretical principles of participatory education.
In the next chapter, I discuss conclusions, implications and
suggestions for future research arising from this dissertation.299
CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSIONS
This dissertation has described and analyzed a specific culture of
inquiry that was developed over time in a college ESL classroom. In
particular, this study has examined the activities surroundingone project
carried out by a group of 23 students enrolled in an advanced
listening/speaking ESL course: the Language Research Project. The project
activities aimed at developing students' pragmatic competence (Kasper,
I 997a). It was designed to move students from noticing the language being
used in the university community, to understanding how it is used in
interaction, and then to practicing it in authentic contexts. In thisway, the
Language Research Project proved to be a successful curricular innovation:
It provided students with consciousness-raising activities (Hall, 1993, 1999;
van Lier, 1991, 1 996b) which are said to offer optimal conditions for second
language acquisition (Johnson, 1995).
The students in this class engaged in research procedures typical of
both ethnography and action research. As ethnographers, they formulated
research questions, generated hypotheses, conducted a series of
observations in the community, collected detailed field notes, and
developed theories about language use based on their observations. As
action researchers, they engaged in reflexive analysis about their own skills
and strategies while communicating in English, and considered how native300
English speakers perceived them as communicators. In addition, they
engaged in collaborative dialogues with each other and the teacher, sharing
points-of-view, providing assistance and encouraging each other. Finally,
they evaluated the project as a whole and made plans for future action.
During two academic quarters after completion of the ESL course,
the teacher-researcher conducted 18 follow-up interviews with ten of the
student-participants who were transitioning into academic coursework in
their majors. Through these interviews, the students continued to reflect on
their daily interactions with classmates, professors and other members of
the university community. As students uncovered the tacit rules that
regulate communicative practices in the university community, they
reflected on their own performance in academic interactions.
As teacher-researcher, I observed and analyzed the students'
research processes and perceptions, aiming to improve my teaching
practice. In this way, I also engaged in a simultaneous process of
ethnographic and action research. As I examined the nature of dialogic
interaction in and out of the classroom, I framed my inquiry within
Vygotskian sociocultural theory.
Data for this study came from the following sources: (1) class
materials (student data collection worksheets, web discussion entries,
audio-taped journals, and lesson plans); (2) transcripts of selected class301
sessions; (3) teacher-researcher's journal; (4) midterm interviews
conducted with 21 students; and (5) fol'ow-up interviews conducted withten
students for two consecutive terms after completion of thecourse.
Data analysis was conducted in consideration of three research
questions: (1) What are my students' research processes and personal
perspectives as they work on the Language Research Project? (2) How do
my students' perceptions of communicative practices in the university
community evolve and impact their self-appraisals concerning their
language learning? (3) How does what I learn from this study informmy
classroom practice?
Qualitative analysis of the data followed the constant-comparison
method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), an inductive procedure which involves
sorting, coding and connecting portions of data according to recurring
themes. This analysis revealed that students' perspectives and research
processes evolved over time through their participation in class activities.
Summary of findings
Four themes related to the first and second research questions
emerged from the data analysis: (1) using routine tasks, artifacts and
strategies to support critical inquiry; (2) building community through
collaborative dialogue; (3) developing awareness of self and the other; and302
(4) evaluating experience. The third research question gave rise toan
additional theme: (5) teacher-researcher's reflections.
Using routine tasks, artifacts and strategies to support critical inquiry
Chapter 4 provided an illustration of the research processes followed
by the students and described the tasks, artifacts and teaching strategies
used to support learning. As an ill-structured (open-ended) activity (Spiro et
aL, 1991), the Language Research Project encouraged students to examine
preconceived assumptions, challenge beliefs and test hypotheses basedon
systematic observation and interpretation of data. The students'process of
critical inquiry was assisted by several tasks (e.g., reflections, observations,
discussions) and artifacts (e.g., computer technology, audiotapes) provided
by the teacher, which acted as tools that mediate thinking (Cole, 1996;
Leontiev, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978). In addition, teaching strategies used in
whole-class discussions, such as modeling through interactive think-alouds,
emphasizing the process and recycling, facilitated dialogic reflection and
group problem-solving. The tasks and artifacts, as well as the strategies
used by the teacher during class discussions, servedas valuable
instructional and verbal scaffolds (Johnson, 1995) and provided the
foundation for students' guided participation (Rogoff, 1995) in eachstep of
the project.303
An important characteristic of the Language Research Projectwas
that it encouraged the students' use of "exploratory talk" (Barnes, 1975,p.
108), or the use of language to shape learning. In addition, the project
promoted a sustained and cumulative process of knowledge construction
among the group. Designed In a progressive sequence, the tasks and
artifacts enabled the students to build upon their prior and collective
experiences and to extend their learning into new directions. The students
demonstrated an excellent ability to notice and observe the details of
communicative interactions in the university community. They focused not
only on the language being used, but also on other sociocultural aspects of
the context (e.g., characteristics of participants and setting) that affect the
outcomes of communication. In this way, the students were able to build
"situated theories" (Carbaugh & Hastings, 1992,p. 163) about
communicative practices in the academic community.
Building community through collaborative dialogue
As presented in Chapter 5, the students and the teacher engaged in
numerous collaborative dialogues through their class discussions, audio
journal exchanges and web discussions. An analysis of their dialogues
revealed that intertextual links (i.e., the juxtaposition of texts) made by the
teacher and the students helped to create a sense of mutual understanding
within the group and to establish a collaborative community of inquiry in the304
classroom. These intertextual links served important cognitive and affective
functions. The teacher's reformulations of students' contributions servedas
cognitive support to provide explanations, emphasize course procedures
and to encourage reflection. In addition, they provided a socio-affective
benefit, since they were used regularly to offer praise and encouragement,
and to validate students' ways of thinking. The students also used
intertextual links as bases for reflection and evaluation of each other's
ideas. They compared and contrasted their opinions, beliefs, personal
experiences and research findings to those of their classmates; in addition,
they frequently made references to personal and academic contexts outside
the classroom. They also addressed affective concerns by frequently
praising each other's efforts and sharing anxieties and frustrations. In this
way, the students and the teacher were able to build positive interpersonal
relationships that contributed to creating a sense of solidarity and cohesion
in the classroom. These strong interpersonal bonds are said to facilitate the
process of additional language learning (Hall, 2000).
As discussed above, the tasks, artifacts and strategies used in the
classroom functioned as tools to mediate the group's process of critical
inquiry. Similarly, the intertextual links made by the teacher and the
students served to build a system of scaffolds, or a collective fund of305
knowledge, that could be appropriated by individual group members for
their particular needs.
These findings build on previous research that highlight the
importance of the teacher's expert role in managing classroom interaction
and in assisting students to make connections among contributions by
individual group members, and among past, present and future contexts
(Boyd & Maloof, 2000; Duff, 2000; O'Connor & Michaels, 1996; Putney et
al., 2000). In addition, the fact that the students' comments to each other
often resembled comments made by the teacher indicates that the students
were appropriating the rote of expert from the teacher (Rogoff, 1995;
Takahashi, 1998). Therefore, this study supports Donato's (1994) concept
of collective scaffolding, which is based on the notion that learners of similar
skill levels can offer each other assistance in the completion of tasks.
Developing awareness of self and the other
Chapter 6 described the students' growing sense of critical language
awareness. The Language Research Project encouraged students to
develop a high level of metacognition. The students examined their own
planning, monitoring and evaluative processes, their language difficulties
and the strategies they used to manage their learning and daily
communicative exchanges in English. This type of "meta-consciousness" is
responsible for "the organization of learning" (van Lier, 1996b,pp. 71-72)and can empower students to gain "control over their own position in the
target culture" (Riggenbach, 1999, p. 15).
The students identified three factors as most influential for their (lack
of) communicative success: the setting, the topic of conversation and the
participants in the interaction. They felt that they performed better in
intimate and informal settings, where topics were familiar and interlocutors
were non-threatening (e.g., their friends). Conversely, they had more
communication difficulties in academic and formal settings, when they were
dealing with academic, unfamiliar or sensitive topics, and with intimidating
conversation partners (e.g., an academic advisor). These observations
seem to support Norton's (1997; 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995) construct of
investment:The students had "invested" in their education in the U.S. and
they valued highly their contact with Americans; paradoxically it was the
interactions with Americans in academic settings that made them feel most
anxious and uncomfortable. These findings seem to challenge innatist
models of second language acquisition (e.g., Krashen, 1982) which claim
that anxiety and motivation are permanent traits of language learners. This
study suggests that these traits are socially-constructed within the daily
interactions an individual participates (Norton, 2000).
Many of the students' reflections were expressed in relation to the
actions and reactions of the native-English speakers in the community with307
whom they were interacting. These reflections revealed a conflictual
relationship between the students and native-English speakers. Even
though some observed behaviors by Americans seemed odd to them, the
students felt the need to socialize with Americans in order to improve their
language skills and to "feel accepted." However, access to Americans was
difficult to obtain, particularly in academic settings such as the classroom,
which resulted in feelings of inadequacy and inferiority for many students.
Nevertheless, a few students were able to reject some of the dominant
practices of the community. In doing so, they sought to transform some of
these practices, and they were empowered to assert their own identity
needs.
These findings support previous research conducted in
postsecondary (Leki, 2001; Morita, 2002) and in K-12 (Duff, in press;
Toohey, 2000) settings which reveal that language-minority students face
major challenges in negotiating their identities in order to be recognized as
legitimate and competent members of their classroom communities.
The quality of the students' reflections revealed that the students
developed a sense of critical language awareness (Fairclough, 1992; van
Lier, 1 996b). They were able to examine critically their own communicative
skills and performance in interactions with others in the academic
community. As the students struggled to participate in different communitypractices, they negotiated their roles within these practices and examined
their changing identities.
Evaluating experience
Chapter 7 presented the students' evaluation of their participation in
the Language Research Project. As discussed, the students developed
their own theories about uses of language in the academic community and
attempted to apply what they had learned in their daily interactions. The
students felt that their participation in the Language Research Project gave
them a greater sense of self-awareness and confidence in their abilities to
communicate in English.
Perhaps most important, the students recognized the value of their
newly-developed skills in observation and critical reflection, which they
believed would serve as resources for future language development and
personal empowerment. Based on what they learned, the students
expressed a commitment to carry on with their inquiry processes. Many of
the students said that they plan to continue to observe interactions in the
academic community and to build theories about language use in different
settings. In this way, the students affirmed their long-term commitment to
their ethnographic and action research endeavors. Thus, it could be said
that this study achieved catalytic validity (Lather, 1991), as it encouraged its
participants to improve and transform their own realities.309
Teacher-researcher's reflections
Chapter 8 described my own learning about my classroom practice
as a result of this study. Based on findings from the pilot studies, in order to
help the students benefit fully from their observations, I decided to provide
the students with more structured opportunities for reflection and with
explicit training in research procedures. The revisions I made to the course
syllabus and to the project design enhanced significantly the quality of the
students' observations and interpretations of findings, which in turn helped
to formalize and legitimize their research processes. Unlike some students
from the pilot studies, who viewed their observations as trivial assignments,
the students in this class regarded their research endeavors as a serious
enterprise. They acquired the identity of a community of co-researchers and
were empowered to engage with their own realities from a position of
strength (Norton, 2000).
Through my process of data analysis, I became aware of the
significance of collaboration and risk-taking within my classroom.
Collaboration was a factor which contributed greatly to the group's process
of knowledge co-construction. Risk-taking was the most difficult issue I had
to deal with as a teacher during the course. While I was rewarded by my
students' active collaboration within my class, I struggled to encourage310
them to take risks and to interact with classmates and professors in
mainstream academic settings.
The insights gained through this study have opened myeyes to
further critical work that needs to be done within my own classroom. Asa
teacher, I plan to adopt a more critical approach and to discuss issues of
power and access with my students more explicitly. As a researcher, I will
continue to learn from investigating my own practice.
Implications and recommendations
This dissertation constitutes an effort to integrate intoa coordinated
classroom project a sequence of discourse analysis tasks similar to those
recently described in the ESL teaching literature (Bardovi-Harlig et al.,
1991; Basturkmen, 2002; Burton, 2000; Celce-Murcia & Olshtain, 2000;
Clennell, 1999; Riggenbach, 1999; Tanaka, 1997). Moreover, it represents
an attempt to put into practice recent proposals by second language
theorists for an instructional approach that encourages ESL learners to act
as linguistic ethnographers (Hall, 1993, 1995, 1999; Norton, 2000). Most
importantly, this dissertation is the first research study to provide empirical
data that demonstrate the effectiveness of such an instructional approach.
Since this study involves qualitative methodology basedon
ethnographic and action research techniques, it is by definition localized
and contextual. It assumes that learning takes place in particular,situated311
activities. As a researcher, my aim is not to generalize my findings to other
contexts, but rather to understand more fully and to improve the learning
occurring within my classroom. Nevertheless, as I articulate my local
understandings, I believe I can contribute to both educational research and
practice in significant ways. Below I discuss implications and
recommendations for the areas of teaching, research and advocacy that
can be drawn from the findings of this study.
Teaching
This study provides strong support for the adoption of classroom
tasks which encourage ESL students to act as language researchers. The
results have demonstrated the effectiveness of activities that ask second
language learners to conduct ethnographic observations in the community,
to reflect on their own communicative performance, and to develop an
awareness of the sociocultural forces that affect their own and others'
participation in interactions. As demonstrated in this dissertation, these
types of activities are extremely empowering for students. By adopting the
identity ofresearchers,students engage in their own realities from a
position of strength. They affirm their own agency by questioning dominant
practices in the community in light of their individual needs.
The issues addressed in this dissertation also have important
implications for other educational contexts. The findings support social312
constructivist teaching approaches that incorporate students' prior
knowledge and lived experiences into the classroom curriculum. Thus, this
study can serve as an instructional model for teachers in different settings
(e.g., K-12; community colleges) and from different disciplines seeking to
build a participatory community in their classrooms, where students are
involved in formulating research questions, collecting data, discussing
findings and making decisions for change that have a direct impacton their
own lives.
Therefore, the Language Research Project constitutes an important
curricular contribution for teachers. The description of teaching strategies,
tasks and artifacts, as well as the worksheets provided in Appendix C,
represent an instructional model which can be adapted and modified to
meet the needs of different students and learning contexts.
As discussed in Chapter 8, the qualities of this particular group of
students undoubtedly had an influence on the positive outcomes of this
study. These students were very diligent about their studies, and they
collaborated extremely well with each other. As I continue to implement and
adjust the Language Research Project to meet the needs of different
groups of students, I will gain additional insights to assess the viability of
the project.313
Similarly, it would be important to encourage different teachers to
implement theLanguage ResearchProject within their classes. Certainly
my own philosophical beliefs, combined with the techniques I used to
organize activities and to orchestrate the classroom dialogue, hada
significant impact on the results of this study. In addition, the fact that I
engaged in collaborative research with the students may have affected the
group's motivation and sense of investment in the project. Moreover,my
own expertise in ethnographic and action research methodology facilitated
the process of training the students on research procedures. Nevertheless,
I believe that theLanguageResearch Project can be adapted by other
classroom teachers, regardless of their familiarity with research methods.
Teachers who are particularly interested in guided-inquiry tasks, who are
willing to help students conduct their own investigations, who are able to
challenge students to ask relevant questions of the data they collect, and
who can encourage students to justify claims based on observation of
behavior, would likely find theLanguage ResearchProject to be a valuable
activity (Hall, 1999). I plan to encourage my ESL colleagues at my
university to implement the project. I also plan to disseminate the results of
this study to a wider audience through conference presentations and
publications. As more students and teachers experiment with theLanguage
ResearchProject or modify it to meet the challenges of their particular314
contexts, we will gain a better understanding of the type of learning
opportunities it can afford.
Research
This study incorporates a unique blend of research methodologies. It
combines the research techniques of ethnography, discourse analysis and
action research, within a sociocultural theoretical frame. Unlike studies that
follow innatist language acquisition models (e.g., Krashen, 1982),or those
conducted in the interactionist tradition (e.g., Long, 1980; Pica, 1994),
which have dominated the field of second language acquisition for the last
three decades and which assume an individualistic and mechanistic
perspective on discourse, the blending of theory and methodology in this
study produces a "syncretic framework" (Gutierrez & Stone, 2000,p. 150)
allowing the capture of "the complex, persistent, and emergent character of
social practices" (p. 151).
This dissertation therefore represents a valuable addition toa
growing body of emergent educational research that utilizes Vygostkian
theoretical perspectives to examine the interrelationship between the
individual and the larger cultural setting (e.g., Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000b).
Through an integration of different methods of inquiry, this study has
attempted to investigate how students construct meaning individually and
collectively as they participate in classroom and community practices. At315
the same time, this study has examined issues of social identities and
power relations in learning environments (Gutierrez & Stone, 2000). In
addition, the use of longitudinal data in this study has been instrumental in
documenting the history of a class community, and in demonstrating that
events at one point in time influenced what occurred at other times (Santa
Barbara Classroom Discourse Group, 1992).
This dissertation also portrays an emerging perspectiveon second
language acquisition research. As Toohey (2000) points out, second
language acquisition has often been conceptualized as the acquisition of
"cultural and linguistic scripts" (p. 1), and research in this field has typically
focused on such questions as "who is learning what and how much" (p. 1).
This study challenges this traditional type of research,as it does not
attempt to establish cause-effect relationships between language input and
output (van Lier, 1997). By focusing on the social relations of a group of
students and the cultural practices in which they participate, this study has
sought to document how opportunities for language acquisition are locally
situated in different settings (e.g., the ESL classroom; the mainstream
classroom) and socially constructed by different members of a (classroom
and/or university) community.
Furthermore, the collaborative involvement of students as co-
researchers in this study represents a participatory orientation to316
classroom-based research that is uncommon in the fields of education and
second language acquisition. This dissertation can therefore serve as a
model for educational researchers attempting to develop research
partnerships with their students and to find strategies for addressing their
common concerns.
Several areas for future research stem from this dissertation. First, it
would be useful to conduct a longer-term study to follow students' entire
college careers. Although the present study was based on longitudinal data,
it only reflected one academic year: the students' transitional year between
study in an intensive ESL program and full time study in their academic
disciplines. It would be beneficial to examine how students' experiences
change and evolve as they advance in their academic programs. Another
important advantage of a longer-term study would be to generate data
related to students' language development. Although the classroom
practices reported here (i.e., the Language Research Project) were linked
to the development of students' critical language awareness, self-
awareness and confidence, this study did not document changes in
students' actual use of language. As Hall (2000) points out, "the only way to
truly understand a skill in its final form is by analyzing its development," so
"a more complete understanding of both processes and outcomes of
additional language learning requires more long-term investigations" (p.317
297). Moreover, it would be useful to conduct a study involving a larger
number of participants and to examine potential differences in students'
perspectives based on gender, nationality or graduate/undergraduate
status. Finally, it would be beneficial to conduct research in mainstream
classrooms that include the participation not only of international students,
but also of faculty members and domestic students. These multiple
perspectives would allow continued exploration and better understanding of
the complex, dynamic and interactive nature of classroom processes.
Advocacy
This study offers important implications for advocacy in higher
education institutions in the United States. As Crandall (2000) notes, the
population of students who speak languages other than English continues
to grow in U.S. colleges and universities. This population includes not only
international (foreign) students, but also residents (immigrants, refugees,
and native-born citizens). Unfortunately, according to the findings of this
dissertation, the needs of this diverse population are not being met in the
college classroom.
This dissertation has documented serious conflicts between
international students and their domestic classmates and professors. The
international students in this study viewed their local peers as unsupportive
and reluctant to engage in interaction, often excluding them from318
participation in class projects. The students' experiences with faculty
members were also often tense. Some students described faculty members
who were unwilling to meet their linguistic needs, often speaking too fast
when answering questions. Other students described teachers who, despite
good intentions, placed them in marginalized positions. Therefore, the
findings of this study reveal an urgent need to sensitize faculty and students
in higher education about the needs and experiences of language-minority
students.
It is essential for mainstream faculty members to develop an
understanding of the issues that affect second language learners and to
improve their ability to teach these students. Faculty members would
benefit from developing a variety of teaching and assessment strategies
that make instruction accessible to non-native-English-speaking students.
For example, the students in this study reported that some professors made
available lecture notes and study guides through a website. This allowed
the students to preview the content of lectures ahead of timeso they could
understand concepts better and participate more fully in class.
Moreover, it is important for faculty members to include language-
minority students in the dialogue that occurs within their classrooms. Many
of the students in this study described classrooms that made them feel
apprehensive and that limited their possibilities for engagement. It is the319
responsibility of faculty members to find ways to give these students
opportunities to continue to develop their English language skills while they
learn the content of their particular disciplines.
It is also essential for faculty members to take an active role in
facilitating learning in groups. This study suggests that international
students are repeatedly being excluded from full participation in group
projects by their domestic peers in college classes. As Leki (2001) points
out, instructors are often unaware of differential power relations operating
within groups of students. However, they have a responsibility to legitimize
the participation of language-minority students in the classroom and to
assert the equality of contributions within groups.
Domestic students also need to be sensitized about the experiences
of their international classmates. Many higher education institutions in the
U.S. today provide numerous opportunities for students to become exposed
to issues of diversity (e.g., cultural centers, diversity training workshops,
social events). However, such opportunities rarely address matters related
to classroom learning. The findings of the present study indicate that many
domestic students are indeed quite interested in establishing relationships
with international students and in learning about their diverse cultural
backgrounds. The students in this study consistently reported having
satisfying social relationships with roommates, conversation partners (i.e.,320
local volunteers who practice English conversation with ESL students) and
other friends. But within the classroom these domestic peers were
uncooperative and unwilling to collaborate with their international
counterparts on an equal basis. Diversity programs in higher education
institutions must address issues related to access to learning networks
within the classroom in an explicit way, and foster the creation of learning
communities that can overcome linguistic and cultural differences.
ESL professionals in higher education have an important role to play
in the areas of advocacy and outreach. As Leki (2001) suggests, ESL
teachers and administrators have the responsibility "to take their knowledge
and expertise beyond their ESL programs and out to the wider college" (p.
63). Programs that foster collaboration between ESL and mainstream
faculty and that include the involvement of domestic students (e.g., Snow,
1997; Vann & Myers, 2001) have reported very positive outcomes. These
efforts have shown that when faculty members work together to address the
needs of a particular group of students, they examine their assumptions
and expectations and they rethink the way they teach and the type of work
they assign. This type of reflective practice enhances learning for all
students.321
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Appendix A: Course syllabus338
Academic Listening/Speaking- Fall 2001
Maria Dantas-Whitney
Syllabus
Week 0 (9/20; 9/2 1)
Theme: Introductions
Activities: Course overview, diagnostic testing
Weeks 1 and 2 (9/241015)
Theme: Addiction
Activities: Unit 1, "The Internet And Other Addictions"
Speaking Project: Seminar
Language Research Project (LRP): Self-observation log;
Questions for Reflection; Web Discussion #1
Weeks 3 and 4 (10/810/19)
Theme: Personality
Activities: Unit 3, "The Bold And The Bashful"
Speaking Project: Group Presentation
LRP: Formulate Research Question; Audio Journal #1; Plan
Non-participant Observation
Weeks 5 and 6 (10/2211/2)
Theme: The Arts and Education
Activities: Unit 9, "Boosting Brain Power Through The Arts"
Midterm Exam
LRP: Conduct Non-participant Observation; Conduct Class
Observation; Plan Participant Observation
Weeks 7 and 8 (11/511/16)
Theme: Our Environment
Activities: Unit 4, "Toast To The Tap: The Water We Drink"
Speaking Project: Debate
LRP: Conduct Participant Observation; Web Discussion #2
Weeks 9 and 10 (11/1912/7)no classes on 11/22 and 11/23
Theme: Our Environment
Activities: Final Exam
LRP: Audio Journal #2339
Appendix B: Informed consent forms340
Informed Consent
Title of Research Project: ESL Students as Ethnographers: Co-researching the
Nature of Oral Interactions in an Academic Discourse Community
Investigators: LeoNora Cohen, Associate Professor of Education and Maria
Dantas-Whitney, doctoral student in Education
1. Purpose and Duration: The purpose of this project is to study the research
processes of students enrolled in a university-based ESL course (ELI 151) as they
conduct observations and analyze oral language used in and out of the classroom.
The project will take place during the term of enrollment in ELI 151, Spring 2001
(from May to June 2001), or Fall 2001 (from September to December 2001).
2. Procedures:
I understand that all the worksheets and handouts; audiotaped journals; web
discussion entries and questionnaires that I complete in this class will be
collected and reviewed as part of this study.
I understand that selected class meetings will be videotaped and/or audiotaped,
transcribed and reviewed as part of this study.
I agree to participate in interviews outside of class. These interviews will focus
on my perceived benefits and limitations of the research assignment, my
individual approaches for completing the assignment, and my research findings.
The interviews will be audiotaped, transcribed and reviewedas part of this
study.
3. Risks and Discomforts: I understand that there are no risksor discomforts to me
associated with this study. I understand that confidentiality and anonymity will be
respected throughout the project.
4. Benefits to Participants: I understand that insights gained from this studymay
help improve the effectiveness of ESL instruction.
5. Confidentiality of Records: I understand that my identity will remain unknown.
Only pseudonyms (a substitute name) will be used in any data summaries,
presentations or publications. Any information obtained in connection with this
study that can be identified with me will be kept confidential. I understand that all
video and audio tapes will be kept securely in my teacher's office ina locked
cabinet and that they will be erased three years after completion of this study.341
6. Voluntary Nature of Proposed Research: I affirm thatmy participation in this
study is completely voluntary. I understand that Imay either refuse to participate or
pull out of the research project at any time, and thatmy participation or lack of
participation will not affect my standing in the ELI 151course in any way.
I understand that I may request an explanation of this written consent form in
my native language.
My signature below indicates that I have receivedan explanation of this study and
that I have read and understood this form. I givemy informed and voluntary
consent to participate in this study. I understand that I will receive acopy of this
consent form.
Name of Participant Signature of Participant Date signed
I understand that any questions I may have about this research studycan be
directed to Maria Dantas-Whitney at 737-6986 or Dr. LeoNora Cohen at 737-4567.
If I have additional questions about my rights, I should contact the IRB
Coordinator, OSU Research Office, 737-3437.342
Informed Consent for Follow-up Interviews
Title of Research Project: ESL Students as Ethnographers: Co-researching the
Nature of Oral Interactions in an Academic Discourse Community
Investigators: LeoNora Cohen, Associate Professor of Education and Maria
Dantas-Whitney, doctoral student in Education
1. Purpose and Duration: The purpose of this project is to study the research
processes of students enrolled in a university-based ESL course (ELI 151) as they
conduct observations and analyze oral language used in and out of the classroom.
Follow-up interviews will be conducted after completion of the course and will
focus on students' perceived long-term benefits or limitations of the research
process. Follow-up interviews will begin in June 2001 and end in June 2002.
2. Procedures: I agree to participate in face-to-face and!or e-mail interviews. I
understand that face-to-face interviews will be audiotaped and transcribed. I
understand these interviews are a follow-up part of the study in which I
participated previously.
3. Risks and Discomforts: I understand that there are no risks or discomforts to me
associated with this study. I understand that confidentiality and anonymity will be
respected throughout the project.
4. Benefits to Participants: I understand that insights gained from this study may
help improve the effectiveness of ESL instruction.
5. Confidentiality of Records: I understand that my identity will remain unknown.
Only pseudonyms (a substitute name) will be used in any data summaries,
presentations or publications. Any information obtained in connection with this
study that can be identified with me will be kept confidential. I understand that all
audio tapes will be kept securely in the researcher's office in a locked cabinet and
will be erased three years after completion of this study.343
6. Voluntary Nature of Proposed Research: I affirm thatmy participation in this
study is completely voluntary. I understand that I may either refuse to participateor
pull out of the research project at any time.
I understand that I may request an explanation of this written consent form in
my native language.
My signature below indicates that I have received an explanation of this study and
that I have read and understood this form. I give my informed and voluntary
consent to participate in this study. I understand that I will receive a copy of this
consent form.
Name of Participant Signature of Participant Date signed
I understand that any questions I may have about this research studycan be
directed to Maria Dantas-Whitney at 737-6986 or Dr. LeoNora Cohen at 737-4567.
If I have additional questions about my rights, I should contact the IRB
Coordinator, OSU Research Office, 737-3437.344
Appendix C: Language Research Project worksheets345
LRP Worksheet #1
Dantas-Whitney
Name:
Language Research Project: Analyzing Oral Interactions
This project is designed to heighten your awareness about the cultural rules that
govern interactions within the academic community. In this project, you will
assume the role of a "language researcher." You will observe speakers as they
engage in interactions in English. You will also observe your own interactions in
and out of class and reflect on your own communicative performance.
The project will consist of three threads:
Thread I: Community Interactions: Non-participant Observation
You will observe and analyze discussions by English speakers ina university
setting (e.g., a classroom, a group study setting, a meeting, etc.).
Thread II: Class Interactions
In groups, you will analyze videotaped class discussions in whichyou and/or your
classmates have participated.
Thread III: Community Interactions: Participant-Observation
Finally, you will observe and analyze your own interactions with English speakers
(native speakers or near-native speakers) in the university community.
Based on your observations, you will reflect on speakers' behaviors and make
hypotheses about conversational patterns and rules that operate in different
contexts. You will also reflect on actions you can take to improve your
participation in group discussions within the university community.
The project will follow a cycle that looks like this:
Plan Observe
¶ 1.
Act Interpret
Reflect346
Plan: First, you will formulate a research question based on what you would like
to learn about interactions in English. You will also make arrangements for your
observations ahead of time (i.e., location, date, time).
Observe: As you observe the interaction, you will carefully take notes on different
aspects of the conversation, focusing on your research question.
Interpret: You will carefully analyze your observation notes individually and in
groups and make conclusions about conversational patterns occurring within the
interactions.
Reflect: You will reflect on your findings in an audio journal and on a web
discussion board.
Act: Based on your observations, you will think about actions you can take to
improve your own participation in discussions.347
LRP Worksheet #2
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Self-observation Log
Observing Interactions Outside of the Classroom
The purpose of this activity is to help you build awareness ofyour own
communicative performance in natural settings (outside of the ELI classroom). You
will record details of all the interactions you have with English speakers outside of
the ELI class during two days. These should be interactions with people in the
community, not interactions with other ELI students and teachers. Please write
down details about the setting, the participants, thepurposes of the conversation
and the language used by you and the other speakers. At the end of the two days,
you will answer some questions about your experiences.
Day 1:
Conversation 1:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 2:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used'4..
Conversation 3:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 4:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 5:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used349
Day 2:
Conversation 1:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 2:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 3:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used350
Conversation 4:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Conversation 5:
Setting
Participants
Purposes
Language used
Now reflect on all the interactions you have had during these two days and answer
the following questions. Give concrete examples from specific conversations to
support your answers!
1. Did you understand all the speakers' words and meanings? Did they understand
you? Explain any difficulties experienced during the interactions.
2. How important was the setting of the conversations? Did some visual facts (e.g.,
clothes, appearance, etc.) affect the interactions?
3. How did you feel before/during/after the conversations? Why?351
LRP Worksheet #3
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Web Discussion #1
Participating in a Web Discussion Board: Nicenet
To participate in our web discussion through our Nicenet site, please follow these
instructions:
Go to http://www.nicenet.org
.Click on "Join a Class."
.Enter the key for our class.
.You should enter your user name and a password ofyour choice.
.When you reach the home page for our class, click on "Conferencing."
You will see our first discussion topic: "Participation in Group Discussions."
Click on its title.
You will then be able to see a list of questions I am askingyou. Please think
about how you would like to answer these questions. Whenyou are ready to
write, click on Post New Message to "Participation in Group Discussions."
Now you are ready to write your answers. Write a short subject foryour
message and then answer the questions in the message text box. When you have
finished, click on "Post New Message."
Before you leave the computer, click on "Log Out."
Go back to our Nicenet site a few days later so you can read your classmates'
responses. Now all you have to do is enter your user name and password and
you will be directed to our class. Please reply to your friends' messages. When
responding to other people, click on "Reply." Do not click on "send a personal
message." Personal messages are private can only be read by one person. We
want everybody to participate in our discussion!352
Questions for reflection
Do you consider yourself an effective group discussion participant in English?
Why (not)? In your first web discussion, please reflect on your own
participation on group discussions in English in academic contexts. Please
answer the following questions.
What type of conversations/group discussions do you usually participate in?
Where do the discussions take place? With whom?
How do you feel when you participate in discussions with other English
speakers in the university setting? What type of communicative tasks doyou
feel most/least comfortable with?
Do you consider yourself an effective group discussion participant? What
strategies do you use when you discuss in groups?
What have you observed about oral interactions in English that might be
different/similar to oral interactions in your native language?
In your opinion, what types of communicative behaviors (besides accent)
identify speakers as non-native?
What would you like to learn about oral interactions in English?
How would you like to improve your participation in group discussions in
English?353
LRP Worksheet #4
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Audio Journal #1
You will prepare a 5-10 minute audio journal to discussyour plans for the
Language Research Project. You will record your voiceon an audio cassette using
an informal and conversational style. You can prepare notes with key words and
main ideas, but try not to read from a prepared script! Thepurpose of this audio
journal is to help you identify a topic and formulatea research question for your
Language Research Project.
Please address the following points in your audio journal.
1.Reflect
Refer back to your "observations of interactions outside of class" worksheets andto
our Nicenet discussion. Can you identify some topics or themes that you would like
to explore further? What intrigues you about the way Americans communicate?
About the way you communicate with other English speakers? Whattypes of
interactions would you like to observe/analyze/learnmore about? What do you
hope to learn from this project?
2.Plan
Choosing the speech situation
In this project you will be required to observe and analyze interactions inan
academic setting (e.g., a classroom, a group study setting,a meeting, etc.). What
type of setting would you like to observe? Do you have access to this setting?
Would it be easy for you to observe interactions and take notes? Explain howyou
plan to arrange your observations.
Formulating the research question
Now that you have had a chance to reflect on aspects that affect participation in
group discussions in English, take a moment to formulate your initial research
question for your Language Research Project. This research question willserve to
guide your observations. Make sure you focus on an aspect of communication that
can be observed!
Research question:LRP Worksheet #5
Dantas-Whitney Name:
354
Language Research Project: Analyzing a videotaped group discussion
1. Watch the segment of the movie "Big." The scene shows a group discussion
during a business meeting. Take notes on the language, gestures and actions of each
participant.
Language
Paul: These tests were conducted over a 6-month
using a double-blind format of 8 overlapping demographic
groups. Every region of the was sampled. The
focus-testing showed a solid base in the 9 to 11 year-old
bracket, with a possible carry-over into the 12-year olds.
When you that robot transformers pull a 37%
market share
Josh: Sorry...
Paul:.. .and that we're targeting the same area, I think that we
should see one-quarter of that and that is one-fifth of the total
revenue from all of last
Group: Applause
Paul: Thank you!
Man 1: Excellent, Paul!
Paul: Thank you, thank you! Any ________?
Man 2: No.
Man 1: Not from me.
Josh: (raises hands)
Paul: Yes? Yes?
Josh: I don't get it.
Paul: What don't you get?
Josh: It turns from a building into a_________,right?
Paul: Precisely.
Josh: Well, what's fun about that?
Paul: Well, if you had read your industry breakdown, you
would see that our in the action figure area has
climbed from 27% to 45% in the last 2 years. There, that may
help.
Josh: Oh. (raises hand again)
Paul: Yes?
Josh: I don't get it, huh...
Gestures/ActionsPaul: What?
Mr. McMillan: What don't you get, Josh?
Josh: Well, there's a million robots that turn into something...
And this is a building that turns into a robot. What's fun about
playing with a building? That's not any
Paul: This is a skyscraper.
Josh: Well, couldn't it be, like, a robot that turns into, into
something, like, like a bug or something?
Paul: A bug?
Josh: Yes. Like a big pre-historic with maybe, like,
giant claws
Mr. McMillan: Interesting...
Josh:...that could pick up a car and crush it like that...
Man 1: A pre-historic transformer?
Mr. McMillan: Interesting!
Paul: Gentlemen!
Man 2: So, the robot turns into a bug?
Paul: Ah, gentlemen, listen!
Man 2: Listen to him. You've got a very good idea here. The
robot turns into a bug!
Man 1: This is a great idea!
Man 3: Did someone say water bugs?
Josh: Different and things...
Man 4: We could do lady bugs...
Josh: We can have them wreck buildings
Man 4:...transformers for girls...
Mr. McMillan: The bug moves.., this has all kinds of
possibilities...
Paul: This doesn't just happen. You just don't come to a
meeting and say"_________
Susan: Uhhh..
Mr. McMillan: Well done, Josh! Well done!356
2. Note as many details as you can about the following components of thescene.
Use the SPEAKING framework to guide your analysis.
S
Setting
(Description of the
place. Seating
arrangements, size of
room, objects, etc.
Good idea to draw a
map)
P
Participants
(Description of the
people. Gender, age,
educational level, role,
ethnic background,
native country)
E
Ends
(Purpose of the event.
Goals and motivations
of each participant)
A
Act sequence
(Language form and
topic of conversation)
K
Key
(Tone or spirit of
communication.
Serious? Formal?
Informal?)
I
Instrumentalities
(Written language? Oral
language?)
N
Norms of interaction
(Rules for participation)
G
Genre
(Type of activity.
Class? Meeting?
Party?)LRP Worksheet #6
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Plans for Non-participant Observation
357
Now it is time for you to start making plans foryour first observation. Please
choose a situation which you can observe and take notes without participating in
the discussion (e.g., a meeting, a seminar-type class,a study group, etc.). Then,
make plans to schedule your observation before Friday, October 26.
Type of group
discussion to be
observed____________________________________________
Date and time of
planned observation
Location of planned
observation
Contact person
(optional)
Partner (optional)
Additional information
(optional)LRP Worksheet #7
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Non-participant Observation
Due date: Friday, Oct. 26
Research Question:
Date of observation:
Time of observation: from
Location of observation:
Type of group discussion:
Number of participants:
to
358
As you observe the discussion, take notes on the language, gestures and actions of
each participant.
Language Gestures/Actions359
2. Note as many details as you can about the following components of thescene.
Use the SPEAKING framework to guide your analysis.
S
Setting
(Description of the place.
Seating arrangements, size
of room, objects, etc.
Good idea to draw a map)
P
Participants
(Description of the
people. Gender, age,
educational level, role,
ethnic background, native
country, etc.)
E
Ends
(Purpose of the event.
Goals and motivations of
each participant)
A
Act sequence
(Language and topic of
conversation)
K
Key
(Tone or spirit of
communication? Serious?
Formal? Informal?)
I
Instrumentalities
(Written language? Oral
language?)
N
Norms of interaction
(Rules for participation)
G
Genre
(Type of activity. Class?
Meeting? Party?)360
Now it is time for you to reflect on your research question. Try to provideanswers
based on your observation notes. Give several examples from your data in order to
support your statements.361
LRP Worksheet #8
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Classroom Observation
Due Date: Monday, November 5
1. Go to the ELI Learning Center (Education 406) and get the video ofyour group
presentation recorded in class on October 30-31. Tell the lab assistant that the video
is on reserve under my name and course number. Choose a short segment of the
video for you to analyze (10 to 15 minutes). Watch the segment several times. Take
notes on the language, gestures and actions of each participant, including your own
contributions to the interaction! You can do this in groups if you'd like.362
2. Note as many details as you can about the following components of thescene.
Use the SPEAKING framework to guide your analysis.
S
Setting
(Description of the place.
Seating arrangements, size
of room, objects, etc.
Good idea to draw a map)
P
Participants
(Description of the
people. Gender, age,
educational level, role,
ethnic background, native
country, etc.)
E
Ends
(Purpose of the event.
Goals and motivations of
each participant)
A
Act sequence
(Language and topic of
conversation)
K
Key
(Tone or spirit of
communication> Serious?
Formal? Informal?)
I
Instrumentalities
(Written language? Oral
language?)
N
Norms of interaction
(Rules for participation)
G
Genre
(Type of activity. Class?
Meeting? Party?)363
Now it is time for you to reflect on your research question. Try to provideanswers
based on your observation notes above. Give several examples fromyour data in
order to support your statements. Try to include examples fromyour own
contributions to the interaction.
Research Question:LRP Worksheet #9
Dantas-Whitney Name:
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Language Research Project: Plans for Participant Observation
Now it is time for you to start making plans for your participant observation. Please
choose a discussion which you plan to participate (e.g., a meeting,a seminar-type
class, a study group, etc.). Make plans to schedule your observation for this week.
Since you will be a participant in the interaction, you will not be able to take
extensive notes during the observation. You might want touse a tape recorder (if
the other participants give you permission to do so!), or youmay plan to take notes
immediately after the discussion.
Type of group
discussion to be
observed_____________________________________________
Date and time of
planned observation
Location of planned
observation
Contact person
(optional)
Partner (optional)
Additional information
(optional)LRP Worksheet #10
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Participant Observation
Due date: Monday, November 12
Research Question:
Date of observation:
Time of observation: from
Location of observation:
Type of group discussion:
Number of participants:
to
365
As you observe the discussion, take notes on the language, gestures and actions of
each participant (including your own contributions to the interaction!)366
2. Note as many details as you can about the following components of thescene.
Use the SPEAKING framework to guide your analysis.
S
Setting
(Description of the place.
Seating arrangements, size
of room, objects, etc.
Good idea to draw a map)
P
Participants
(Description of the
people. Gender, age,
educational level, role,
ethnic background, native
country, etc.)
E
Ends
(Purpose of the event.
Goals and motivations of
each participant)
A
Act sequence
(Language and topic of
conversation)
K
Key
(Tone or spirit of
communication> Serious?
Formal? Informal?)
I
Instrumentalities
(Written language? Oral
language?)
N
Norms of interaction
(Rules for participation)
G
Genre
(Type of activity. Class?
Meeting? Party?)367
Now it is time for you to reflect on your research question. Try to provideanswers
based on your observation notes. Give several examples fromyour data in order to
support your statements.LRP Worksheet #11
Dantas-Whitney Name:
Language Research Project: Web Discussion #2
Summary of Findings and Conclusions
Now it is time for you to summarize the findings ofyour research and draw
conclusions based on your three observations. We will do this througha web
discussion (Nicenet).
Go to the Nicenet website: http://www.nicenet.org
Enter your usemame and password
Under "Conferencing," find the topic: "Summary of findings and
conclusions."
Read the message "Please answer the following questions" andprepare
your answer.
Click on "Reply" and type your answer (do not senda personal message!).
When you are done, click on "Post message."
Based on your notes for your three observations (non-participant observation,class
observation and participant observation), write a short analysis of the oral
interactions you have observed. Please include the following points inyour
analysis:
1. Describe and compare some of the components of thescenes you observed
(setting, participants, ends, act sequence, etc.). Whatare some interesting things
you have noticed about some of these components?
2. Discuss what surprised you about the interactions. Didyou notice anything going
on which you had not noticed before conducting this research project?
3. State your research question(s) and try provideanswers based on your notes for
the three observations. Give several examples fromyour data in order to support
your statements. Again, try to compare/contrast your observations.
4. Reflect on your personal experiences during the participant observations.How
do you usually participate in discussions with other English speakers?Again,
please mention specific examples/situations.
5. Write a short conclusion for your report. What haveyou learned from the
observations? About interactions in English? Aboutyour own participation in
interactions? You may want to compare whatyou have observed to similar
interactions in your country.LRP Worksheet #12
Dantas-Whitney Name:
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Language Research Project: Audio Journal #2
You will prepare a five to ten minute audio journal to evaluate the project as
a whole. You will record your voice on an audio cassette using an informal and
conversational style. You can prepare notes with key words and main ideas, but try
not to read from a prepared script! Your audio journal should have two parts:
your assessment of the project and your plans for future action. Before you start
preparing your audio journal, please take a moment to think about all the steps of
the Language Research Project.
IPreliminary observation tasks:
I
self-observations
observation of mixed gender conversation
I
IWeb discussion #1: reflections on
n group discussions
I
participation i
Audio Journal #1: formulation of
research question
\
INon-participant I IClassroom
I
IParticipant
observation observation observation
________________/
L
Web discussion #2: summary of data,,9)
findings and conclusions
I
0
8
(_VIWS
[AudioJournal #2: evaluation of the project I
and plans for future action370
Reflect on your own research process and perspectives during different stages of
the project. Here are a few questions for you to consider:
How/Why did you choose your research question? Did you change your
research question during the project? (If so, why?) How did you evolve in the
process of researching your question? Describe your progress through different
phases of the project.
2. How did you choose the settings for your observations? How did you feel
during each observation? How did you collect your data? Did you usea tape
recorder? Did you take notes during the observations? After the observations?
Did you talk with other classmates about your observation notes?
3. You engaged in several dialogues about communicative practices in English
throughout the term (in class, out of class, through the web discussions). How
did these conversations impact your perceptions and interpretations? Please
give specific examples to illustrate your answers.
4. Go back to our web discussion board (http://www.nicenet.org) and re-read the
comments you wrote in the beginning of the term about your own participation
in interactions (web discussion #1). Now, review and reviseyour answers based
on what you have learned from this project.
5.Did you conduct additional observations or collect additional data (interviews,
surveys)? Please discuss what you learned from these sources of data.
6. What was the most valuable aspect of the project, in your opinion?
7. How do you plan to use the information you learned about interactions foryour
own language development in the future?